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Preamble     

 

 In Richard Davidson’s lecture at the UNESCO Mahatma Gandhi Institute of Education for 

Peace and Sustainable Development [Davidson 2018], he develops the idea that Well-Being is, to a 

large extent, a skill that we can develop. This clearly has many resonances with Autogenic Training. 

He highlights the following four key skills which are the focus of this article. They are: 

 

 

 

 

 Figure in Preamble  

Four Key Skills for Well Being 

Davidson 2018 

 

 

 

Each of these is associated with distinct brain circuits, and so each is also an example of 

neuroplasticity: the ability of the nervous system to develop and change throughout our lives. (See   

related article: B 25 Themes of Neuroscience relevant to Well-Being).  Lifelong neuroplasticity is one 

of the reasons why many humans can continue learning into old age.  This paper covers some of the 

background types of research that Davidson had at his fingertips when developing his ideas on these 

specific skills we need to develop for well-being and flourishing. 

 

Each of these four modalities is, as implied, a skill that we can develop further to enhance  

our well-being. At the end of each section a brief overview of some of the evidence for each skill is 

presented.  

 

Davidson’s work continues at the University of Wisconsin, Madison, U.S.A.; for example, the 

more recent article by Dahl, Wilson-Mendenhall, and  Davidson20201. 

 

Terms and words in the glossary are designated thus. Also, in this paper, extended quotes 

are written in purple. Readers are directed to other articles on the website for glossary terms that 

are more tangential to this present B26 article.  

 

Contents /  

 
1 See also, for a brief overview: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=HeBpsiFQiTI ; a 13 minute video on the 

subject by Richard Davidson [Davidson 2016 YT]. 

http://www.atdynamics.co.uk/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=HeBpsiFQiTI
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PART I:  Attention 

 

1.1 Introduction to Attention 

 

Awareness and Attention are intimately linked. Here the emphasis is more specifically on 

Attention, which has many components, including, for example, focused attention, self-awareness, 

meta-awareness (Meta-awareness – the ability to observe our thoughts, feelings, sensations and 

impulses as they are happening – Reitz 2018 ) and focus. It is certainly a skill that we can develop. 

Many of us, when we take up meditative practices such  as Autogenic Training, bring our attention, 

for example, to heaviness in the limbs, to find  our minds keep wandering; this can initially be 

disheartening. However, with practice we can become more focused. William James, in his classic 

The Principles of Psychology Volume 1 says: 

 

….. the faculty of voluntarily bringing back a wandering attention, over and over again, is the 

very root of judgment, character, and will. No one is compos suiCS if he have it not. An 

education which should improve this faculty would be the education par excellence. But it is 

easier to define the ideal than to give practical directions for bringing it about. 

William James 1891 

p 424 

Italics in original 
CSin this context, “master of her- / his self” 

 

For a western psychologist of the 19th century to be talking about attention is remarkable.  

Richard Davidson2 was familiar with the work of William James in his early studies in 

psychology, and in 1974 he went to India and had instruction from Goenka in vipassana meditation. 

His experience here was life changing, and his “gut sense was that he had found the most excellent 

education James had sought” [Goleman & Davidson 2017 p124].  

 When we are troubled, we tend to develop negative rumination – and we can see this in 

terms of an involuntary wandering mind. Recurrent negative ruminations are not good for our well-

being, and some recent research suggests that “a wandering mind is not a happy mind” 

[Killingsworth and Gilbert  2010].  

 Meditative practices facilitate our skills in developing attention, and hence can reduce the 

problems with a wandering mind. A wandering mind can lead to a downward spiral of negative 

ruminations. We will now describe some of the various forms of attention in more detail. 

1.2 Attention, Fears and Ruminations 
 

 During the Second World War, some psychologists studied attention in Radar Operators. 

Much of radar work is monotonous, and so keeping attention becomes a problem. This is partly the 

result of habituation, the psychological term for the reduction in attention once neuroception deems 

there is no real threat.  So, for example, if we hear a high-pitched sound, our attention will 

immediately be drawn to it – it could represent danger / life threat. After a short period of time, 

when it becomes apparent that there is no danger, we habituate to the noise, and no longer notice 

it. So in this sense habituation can be helpful. 

In effect, the initial high-pitched sound activates the brain’s Reticular Activating System 

(RAS) – and this will set in motion appropriate action / behaviour should there be a real threat, 

modulated through the Amygdala. This can be the default position should we suffer from recurrent 

 
2 Founder & Director of the Centre for Healthy Minds, University of Wisconsin-Madison 

http://www.atdynamics.co.uk/
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anxiety / hypervigilant states, in which the FEAR (and sometimes anger / RAGE) circuits are activated 

[Panksepp 1998].  This is I think the situation in recurrent negative ruminations, when we go over 

and over the same linked ruminations in a downward spiral that we cannot get out of. 

 In such situations, the amygdala paralyses the executive function of the Pre-Frontal 

Cortex [Goleman and Davidson 2017 p 127], so we become stuck within the negative 

rumination loop; mindfulness will not operate. 

 Severe traumas / post traumatic stress can lead to activation of these circuits, which 

in these contexts become highly dysfunctional. 
 

Figure 1.2 illustrates schematically these brain dynamics. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Legend 

 

PFC 

Pre-Frontal Cortex 

 Figure 1.2 

Anxiety, Anger and Amygdala Circuitry Kiboshes Executive Function 

 

Comments on Figure 1.2   

1. Neuroception detects “Danger and / or Life Threat” outwith or within the body, triggering 

activation of FEAR and / or RAGE circuits associated with flight / fight [Sympathetic Nervous 

System – SNS: mobilisation with fear – Porges 2011]; or “collapse”  [Dorsal Vagal Para-

Sympathetic Nervous System – including feelings of low self-esteem and “I’m not good 

enough” – Porges 2011]. 

2. These dynamics are associated with increased Amygdala activity. 

 In addition, a feeling of disgust can activate these amygdala circuits (see Section 

2.4 below). 

The above leads, axiomatically to: 

3. Reduced Executive function, such as ability to make informed decisions and / or detect 

errors. 
 

Distressing ruminations, hatred, and ill-will toward others will also activate these circuits – perhaps 

even more so……; this is associated with the (unconscious) infliction upon ourselves of the Second 

Arrow.   This is not good for our Well-Being. 
 

 

Note: 

          Our neuroception can misconstrue situations when there is no real external or 

internal threat. If our SNS is aroused, we can misconstrue a neutral face as threatening 

so that ��� becomes ��� 
 

 

http://www.atdynamics.co.uk/
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There is some evidence that vipassana meditation can have the reverse effect, with a 

quietening of Amygdala activity related to anxiety and quietening the stress response [Goleman & 

Davidson 2017 p 126; Kral et al 2017]. See section below. 

 

 

1.3 Meditation, Attention and the Pre-Frontal Cortex  

 

 The work and research of Richard Davidson indicates that “long term vipassana meditators” 

have reduced amygdala activity – as a result of the effects of meditation / attention training on the 

Ventro-Medial Pre-Frontal Cortex (VMPFC), which in turn downregulates amygdala reactivity 

[Goleman and Davidson 2017 p 127; also see Kral, Lutz & Rosenkranz 2018].  These dynamics are 

illustrated in Figure 1.3. 

 

 

Figure 1.3 

 

Effect of Long-

Term Meditation 

on connectivity 

between VMPFC 

and Amygdala 

 

 

A similar yet 

smaller effect 

may result after 

Mindfulness 

Based Stress 

Reduction  
(after Jon Kabat-Zinn) 

[Kral et al 2018] 

 

Further comments and clarification on Figure 1.3 

 

i. The main evidence for the above is from long-term meditators; and this is quite exacting – 

and includes experience with Vipassana, concentration and compassion / loving-kindness 

forms of meditation, for 

ii. not  less than “three years of daily practice (at least 30 minutes per day of sitting 

meditation), and 

iii. at least 3 intensive retreats lasting 5 or more days” [Kral et al 2018]. 

 

 

It will be noted that the images of Figures 1.2 and 1.3 suggest a child outline of the head / 

brain area.  This is deliberate as wholesome and unwholesome neurocircuits are laid down in early 

childhood – and can lay the foundation for subsequent appropriate or dysfunctional Habit Energies 

as we become adults.  

 

http://www.atdynamics.co.uk/
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 In addition, affect labelling3 has been shown to reduce amygdala activity [Lieberman et al., 

2007]; these dynamics are also discussed in Ross 2011 B12 Affect Labelling, Autogenic Training, and 

reducing Emotional Distress4 [www.atdynamics.co.uk ]. 

 

1.4 Attention and Autogenic Training 
 

 The brief body scan in an Autogenic Sequence can be seen as a good initial means of 

developing our skills in focused attention.  The Standard Exercises themselves take matters further 

with the dual focus on both: 

 the phrase (e.g. Right / Left Arm Heavy), and  

 the “direct perception of a somatic sensation” in the focused upon 

arm [i.e. Dual Concentration – de Rivera 2018 p 37].  

          The relationship between some forms of psychotherapy is becoming clearer and 

closer. Pat Ogden calls the “direct perception of a somatic sensation”  

o “Mindfulness of the Present Moment” [Ogden 2015 and Fisher pp 

132-155]. 

(This is similar to the Three Minute Exercise in which we ask 

ourselves: “What are my experiences right now in thoughts, 

feelings, and bodily experience?” [Segal et al 2002; 2013].) 
 

o However, ‘Mindfulness in the Present Moment’, as Ogden says, is 

not sufficient. 

o  What is required is, for example,  becoming aware that we are in 

the “mobility with fear” modality of the Sympathetic Nervous 

System when we are irritated or angry. 

o This is what Pat Ogden calls “Directed Mindfulness” [Ogden and 

Fisher 2015 pp 157-171], and overlaps with the dynamics of Feeling 

the Feeling Meditation [de Rivera 2018 in Autogenics 3.0] – which is 

itself a form of Vipassana (Insight) Meditation. 

 
 

Davidson points out that all learning brings about both structural and functional changes in 

the brain.  

 Autogenic Training and other meditative type practices are associated with Amplified State 

of Consciousness Induction [ASCI – de Rivera 2018 pp 16-17]. ASC states can facilitate the 

development of meta-attention (see Meta-Awareness), and our ability  to observe our “thoughts, 

feelings, sensations and impulses as they are happening” – and yet not get hooked on them.  [See 

also Ross 2011 B4]. Meta-attention facilitates “structural and functional change in the brain.”   

 
3 Affect Labelling: “putting feelings into words”. This is a rather technical term that is retained here  to 

emphasise that we are dealing with a specifically researched approach to disturbing emotions which is much 

more effective in the context of on-going Mental Training. See B12 on website. Siegel uses the more user 

friendly expression “name and tame” [Siegel 2010 p 246]; i.e. we name the feeling (e.g. “Anger”; or “Hallo 

anger, I see you are back again”, and this tames the anger. 
4 Including Figure 6: Possible neural pathways by which Affect Labelling can reduce  Amygdala Activity.  

Based on Lieberman et al 2007 

http://www.atdynamics.co.uk/
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1.5 Forms of Attention [based on Goleman and Davidson 2017] 

 As already indicated, there are many forms of attention, and  Figure 1.5 below summarises 

these: 

 

 Elucidation / comments 

Quotes from Goleman and Davidson (G & D) 

op cit.  

Further references 

Selective Attention “The capacity to focus on one element and 

ignore others” 

e.g. as taught in Mindfulness Based Stress 

Reduction after Jon Kabat-Zin 

Jha, Amishi et al 2007 

Vigilance (sustaining 

attention) 

“Maintaining a constant level of attention as 

time goes on.” 

G & D 2017 pp 132-133 

MacLean et al 2010 

Allocating Attention “…….. so that we notice smaller or rapid 

shifts in what we experience” 

 

Goal Focused 

‘cognitive control’ 

“keeping a specific goal or task in mind 

despite distractions.”5 

e.g.  

o Loving Kindness Meditation 

o Jobs such as air traffic control  

Mrazek, Michael D. et al 

2013 

Meta-awareness I 

(Meta-attention)6 

“Being able to track the quality of one’s own 

awareness – for example, noticing when 

your mind wanders or you’ve made a 

mistake.”   

Lapate et al 2016 

Meta-awareness II A complementary perspective on meta-

awareness is given by Dahl et al. 

o “….An awareness of the processes of 

conscious experience , such as 

recognition that one is expressing an 

emotion, a thought, or a sensory 

perception as it occurs in real time. 

o It “is involved when one suddenly 

recognises an emotion before it 

provokes a reaction, for example, 

and also when one suddenly realises 

that one has been ‘on autopilot’ 

while engaged in a daily routine.” 

 

Dahl, Wilson-Mendenhall,  

and Davidson 2020 p 2 

 

Figure 1.5 

Some forms of Attention – after Goleman & Davidson 2017 p 128 

 

 
5 This ability is actually harmed by multi-tasking. 
6 “The antidote for mind wandering is meta-awareness, attention to attention itself, as in the ability to notice 

that you are not noticing what you should, and correcting your focus.” Mindfulness makes this crucial 

attention muscle stronger. 

— Daniel Goleman, in his book, Focus: The Hidden Driver of Excellence, according to How to Practice “Meta-

Attention” to Get More Deep Work Done - by Thomas Oppong  

http://www.atdynamics.co.uk/
https://medium.com/personal-growth/how-to-practice-meta-attention-to-get-more-deep-work-done-16da73a82e6b
https://medium.com/personal-growth/how-to-practice-meta-attention-to-get-more-deep-work-done-16da73a82e6b
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 Research suggests that meditative practice can improve Meta-awareness. It is to do with the 

ability not so much to pay attention itself, but rather to “recognise awareness itself” [Goleman & 

Davidson 2017 p 140].  It is the difference between the statement “I am afraid”; and “I am aware 

that fear is arising in me”.  In the former, the fear and me are one. In the latter I am not caught up in 

the fear. 

 

Sam Harris has put it thus:   

o That which is aware of sadness is not sad  [Harris 2015 p 144]. 

 

State and Trait Effects 

We can distinguish between: 

a) practices / techniques that alter our abilities such as the various forms of 

attention while we are engaged in the activity. These are State Effects. That 

is, for example, that meditation puts us in a particular (brain) state, which 

temporarily changes the dynamics of our being.  Research suggests that 

short term practice of Meditation (e.g. a week-end or a few weeks) 

produces State Effects, yet these will not be long lasting [summarising 

Goleman & Davidson’s conclusions]. 

b) On the other hand, long term meditative practice can produce Trait Effects, 

which means the change (e.g. in compassion and meta-awareness) can be 

long lasting [Goleman & Davidson 2017 pp 123 – 145]. 

 

 

1.6  Different Types of Meditation and effects on Well-Being  
 

 All forms of meditation are closely related to attention; yet there are several different types 

of attention.   Ricard et al [Ricard; Lutz, and Davidson 2014] focus on three modalities of meditation 

that have subtly different effects / results. These are summarised below. 
 

  Clarification  

I. Focused Meditation For example: on the breath 

State of Jhana (Pali) “neither 

perception nor non-perception” 

(cf Samadhi in Sanskrit) 

    II. Mindfulness In terms of Open Monitoring 

Meditation  

   III. 

 

Loving Kindness and 

                                Compassion** 

In contrast to empathy 

  Ricard, Lutz, and Davidson 2014 

Figure 1.6: 

Three different modalities of meditation each with different outcomes 

Each modality requires a different form of Attention 

These three types of meditation are the subject of a planned future web article: 

 B 27   Three Forms of Meditation and their varying and specific effects on 

Well-Being(after Ricard, Lutz, and Davidson). 
 

**Regarding modality III, it is important to distinguish between Loving Kindness / 

Compassion and Empathy, which will be discussed further in B 27.  (There are fundamental 

differences between Compassion and Empathy supported by neuro-science research, and a brief 

review of this is discussed in the glossary of this B 26 article).  

http://www.atdynamics.co.uk/
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Evidence reference 
 

Meta-awareness is an important skill to develop for Well-Being Dahl et al 2020 
 

    “Awareness-based interventions ….improve a range of outcomes related to 

the self -regulation of attention, as well as workplace and educational 

outcomes…..” 

Dahl et al 2020 

MacLean et al 

2010 

 Good et al 2015, 

Flook et al 2015 

 
 

     “Attentional meditation and mindfulness interventions …..improve 

outcomes related to the self-regulation of emotion, including lower stress 

levels, decreased subjective reactivity to stress, decreased subjective 

reactivity to pain, improvements in symptoms related to stress, depression, 

and other mental disorders, and increased positive emotions and overall 

psychological well-being.” 

Dahl et al 2020 

Goya et al 2014 

Goldberg et al 

2018 

Goldberg et al 

2020 

  

Figure 1.7 
 

Summary of some of evidence for Efficacy of Attention Skills in promoting Well-Being 

 

1.8 Summary regarding Attentional Skills 

 Certain forms of meditation can bring about increased awareness and attentional skills, that 

facilitate: 

o Self-regulation of emotion. 

          Meaning that we can be in charge of them, rather than the emotion having us  

          (after Jung and Complexes) 

o Lower stress levels 

o Reduction in symptoms related to stress, including depression 

o Increase in positive / wholesome emotions and “overall psychological well-being”. 

These meditative practices include focusing on the breath for extended periods of time, and 

the Mindfulness Based Stress Reduction approaches exemplified by Jon Kabat-Zinn [Kabat-Zinn 1990 

/ 2004]. These approaches overlap with certain Autogenic approaches. 

 

***   ***   *** 

 

 

 

 

1.7  Evidence for the efficacy of developing Attention Skills for Well-Being 

http://www.atdynamics.co.uk/
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Part II: Connectedness 

 

 

 

 

 

2.1 Introduction 
 

 Connectedness is fundamental for the well-being of not just humans, but animals in general, 

and especially mammals.  When infants are born they are primed to make connections with their 

mother / primary carer. The brains of infants and children develop at an astonishing rate, due to 

their neuro-plasticity and exceptional brain growth rates in early months. The way the brain 

develops will depend on the environment – which will induce epigenetic changes for good or ill (see  

web article B25). When nurturing connectedness is missing, children suffer greatly, and are much 

more prone to develop anxiety, depression, and other disorders  [Felitti et al 1998]– and conditions 

that go by the name “medically unexplained symptoms” [Dobbin & S. Ross 2012]. 
 

 Our innate goodness [Davidson 2018] develops naturally if as infants / children we have 

“good enough parents” [Winnicott 1965; Liedloff 1975 ]; we can reframe the expression “good 

enough parent” in terms of our feeling of wholesome connectedness to them. Nurturing, CARE, and 

PLAY circuits will be active in such connectedness, implying that we are in the Ventral Vagal State of 

the Autonomic Nervous System (for further details, see web article B 22).  

 As a result of the plasticity of our brains, we can cultivate kindness and compassion – and  

this will lead to increased wholesome social engagement, and the axiomatically associated increase 

in the activity of our Ventral Vagal (PSNS) [Porges 2011; Dana 2018]. Furthermore, research by Kral 

et al indicates that empathy can be increased in adolescents by playing a video game that embraces 

empathy [Kral et al 2018]. 

 

 

2.2 A cross species example of connectedness 

 

              A wonderful example of cross species affiliative care comes from an incident in a Chicago 

zoo on August 19th, 1996, when Binti, a gorilla, took good care of a 3 year old boy, who had fallen 

Positive social relationships are vital for healthy psychological 

functioning and act as a buffer against depression [Santini et al 2015] and 

anxiety [Teo et al 2013], while poor social relationships can be more 

harmful than excessive drinking and smoking [Holt-Lunstad et al 2010]. 

Dahl  et al 2020  

http://www.atdynamics.co.uk/
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into  Binti’s “home”, nurtured him and then 

took him to where the zoo staff could take 

over the care of the boy.  

           Nurturing physical touch is vital for our 

well-being, and gives us a feeling of safety, 

and empowers our Ventral Vagal System and 

wholesome human communication [Porges 

2011]. 

          This portrait of Binti was commissioned 

as a result of this incident [Panksepp 1998 

pp 252 & 259]. 

See also: 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=puFCu

Mac0Vk  

  

 

 

Figure 2.2 

Binti and CARE 

circuits 

 
PVC: Para-Ventricular 

Nucleus 

 

Touch pathways 

from mother 

ascend to PVC 

and stimulate 

oxytocin, and so 

secretion of milk  

 

2.3  The connectedness of a nurse to twins and our innate nature 

  

 There is a lovely story relating to our innate nurturing qualities and abilities as humans.  

Some decades ago, a nurse was working in a neo-natal unit when premature twins were born.  One 

was healthy, the other not robust at all.  In line with the unit’s protocol at the time, each twin was 

placed in a separate incubator, as Ernest Rossi indicates:   

 

          Each of the twins was immediately placed in a separate incubator in 

accordance with the normal hospital rules.  One of the twins, the weaker of the 

two, was not expected to live, however. A sympathetic nurse, following her 

heartfelt intuition and sense of sheer desperation, defied hospital rules by 

placing the two babies together in one incubator. Unexpectedly the healthier 

twin threw an arm over her sister in an enduring embrace. The smaller baby’s 

heart soon stabilised, her temperature returned to normal, and she survived. 

The twins thrived together and now, at home, they still sleep snuggling 

together. 

Rossi 2002 pp 14 

 

 Back in 2003 – 2004 I was guided7 to Rossi’s “The Psychobiology of Gene Expression”, which 

was the first serious account I had come across of the link between gene expression (the subject of 

epigenetics) and well-being.  Rossi goes on to reflect on how it was that this very weak twin began to 

recover…. 

 

          How can we account for what appears to be a heart-warming miracle 

wrought by a new-born sister’s helping hand?  No one was around at the time 

to measure gene expression in the twins during their early life crisis. Current 

research in gene expression and human experience, however, is now finding  an 

answer to how healing by touch is possible…. 

Rossi 2002 pp 14 

 

 
7 Thanks to Marion Brion, a member of the British Autogenic Society course covering  Autogenic Neutralisation 

and Neuroscience, for her wide knowledge of relevant work and studies relating to recent scientific 

developments in these areas. 

http://www.atdynamics.co.uk/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=puFCuMac0Vk
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=puFCuMac0Vk
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 He goes on to cite research indicating the gene expression that results in the brain of “touch-

deprived (rat) pups when returned to their mother” (following isolation from the mother) [Kuhn & 

Schanberg 1998; Kuhn et al 1991].  

Richard Davidson emphasises four crucial themes of neuroscience for human well-being8. 

These are: 

o Neuroplasticity 

o Epigenetics 

o Bi-directional Communication between our mind / brain and body 

(and between ourselves and other beings) 

o Innate goodness 

 

All four of these are at play in the recovery of the ailing twin and her sister. This is the 

subject of the web-article B 25. 

 

2.4  How we construe social situations  (after Dahl et al 2020) 

 

 There are very different ways in which we can construe social situations, relating to various 

modalities including: 

o whether we feel positively connected with the other person / group; 

o whether we have the capacity inherent in Theory of Mind; and  

o whether we have had a secure base in early childhood. 

 

          Our perception of other people commonly recruits brain regions associated with 

mentalizing, or theory of mind, including the medial Pre-Frontal cortex in (mPFC), temporal 

parietal junction, temporal pole, and precuneus70 . 

 

Dahl et al 2010 
70 Weisz, Erika and Zaki, Jamil 2018 Motivated empathy: a social neuroscience perspective. Curr Opin Psychol 

doi: 10.1016/j.copsyc.2018.05.005. Epub 2018 May 16. 

 

These dynamics are underpinned by neuro circuits in the brain, as illustrated in the following 

Figures. 

           

    Figure 2.4A 

 

Functions of Medial Pre-Frontal 

Cortex include Theory of Mind – 

to be able to understand 

another’s persective. 

  

Note: The Orbito Frontal Cortex 

“is considered anatomically 

synonymous with 

the ventromedial prefrontal 

cortex” [Orbitofrontal cortex – 

Wikipedia] 

 
 

 
8 This is the subject of the previous web article: B25: Neuro-science and related matters 

Some Themes of Neuroscience relevant to Well-Being 

http://www.atdynamics.co.uk/
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ventromedial_prefrontal_cortex
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ventromedial_prefrontal_cortex
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Orbitofrontal_cortex
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Orbitofrontal_cortex
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 If we infer that someone is similar to ourselves, then this activates the ventro-medial Pre-

Frontal Cortex (vmPFC), “which is central to the perception of social safety and feelings of social 

connection”  [Dahl et al 2020 p 32199]. These dynamics are illustrated in Figure 2.4B. 

 

 

 

 

 Figure 2.4B 

When we infer that someone is similar to ourselves, our Ventro Medial PFC is 

activated  
 

 

 

 

Comments on Figure 2.4B 

o Circuits of increased connectivity between Amygdala and vmPFC as also 

shown in Figure 1.3 – these are still relevant. 

o The feeling of safety, it is suggested, will be axiomatically linked with 

increased Ventral Vagal Para-Sympathetic Nervous System activity [Porges 

2011]. 

 

 

 

Meditative practices are known to reduce SNS (flight / fight) activity, and at the same time 

activate Ventral Vagal dynamics. 
 

***   ***   *** 

 

 In contrast to Figure 2.4B above,  if we construe the other person or group to be different, 

this activates another region of the brain, that of the dorso-medial Pre-Frontal Cortex (dmPFC). 

 Furthermore, the medial PFC can fail to activate at all if people are shown images of the 

homeless, drugs addicts, and socially outcast groups [Dahl et al op.cit].  Instead, “brain regions 

associated with disgust become active, including the amygdala and insula” [Dahl et al;  Harris & Fiske 

2006] 

 

 Some of these dynamics are illustrated schematically in Figure 2.4C. 

http://www.atdynamics.co.uk/
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Figure 2.4C 

Neuro-physiological manifestations of our perceptions of severe social out-groups 

(outcasts) and resulting disgust 
 

Comments on Figure 2.4C 
 

  
These images of ‘severe social outgroups’ shown to participants in this research study  

totally deactivate their medial Pre-Frontal Cortex. This is working at an unconscious 

level, and so in this sense “no blame”. 

The mPFC  is of  “special importance for human social cognition and behaviour” 

[Grossmann 2013]. The implication of this is that if it is “off-line” for whatever reason, 

our humanity and sense of ubuntu will be diminished / non-existent. 
   

 
The Disgust in these cases will arise unconsciously, with the associated activation of 

the insula and amygdala – and perhaps FEAR and RAGE circuits [Panksepp 1998] 

 

 

 The above research may leave us feeling disturbed and distressed. Yet our unconscious 

regard of other groups as being “outcasts” arises when we feel or assess that other groups or people 

are so different that we have no connection with them. Such thinking is the thinking of a disturbed 

mind that has lost sight and feeling of Inter-Being and our common humanity – again “no blame”.  

Yet at the same time we need to be aware that social media platforms that vilify certain groups are 

dangerous…..and can lead to narrow and authoritarian type attitudes. 

 

 

 

 

http://www.atdynamics.co.uk/
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Psycho—education and Mindfulness Training  

                 can take us beyond negatively construing social situations   
 

 Psycho-education starting with, for example, mindfulness teaching in schools, and 

continuing for the whole of our life, will help to diminish the chances of outgroups and ingroups 

being a common feature of our society.  Furthermore, we now know that meditative practices have 

a specific effect on our Medial Pre-Frontal Cortex, with the associated activation of nine crucial 

mPFC functions [Siegel 2007 pp 341-335;  see also C2 on Website]. 

 

 

2.4AS Afflictive States 
 

 Afflictive states such as anger and disgust do not (generally) arise while we are in a Ventral 

Vagal state. Rather, they arise when we are already in a neurocepted danger (SNS) or life-threat 

(Dorsal Vagal) state. These states give rise to negative ruminations – in which we find ourselves  

justifying our position (from an assumption of having a separate independent self / ego-driven self) –  

that is out of touch, or rather divorces us from, our innate ubuntu / realisation of inter-being. While 

in these autonomic states,  our afflictions will continue.  

              Lama Yeshe Losal Rinpoche, the brother of Akong Rinpoche, spent two or three decades in 

the west – following a forced escape from Tibet –  in recurring mental distress including feelings of 

anger and blame towards others. 

  One day he came to the realisation that he could only change if he became committed to 

positive mental attitudes and states: 

 

                I could not commit, because my mind’s innate Buddha wisdom was obscured 

by negativity. 

  Once the intention to shift from negative thoughts and emotions into positive 

ones had flowered in my heart, that downward spiral was reversed……. Once I had, 

my life began to flow in an upward spiral. 

Lama Yeshe Losal Rinpoche 2020 p 178 

 

 In Buddhist psychology there was originally no word for emotions; rather, the focus was on 

mental states (including thoughts) and afflictions of the mind.  In Tibetan Buddhist psychology, five   

Mind Poisons were of particular significance:  Anger, Desire, Pride (hubristic), Jealousy, and 

Ignorance; to which Lama Yeshe has added, as a result of the afflictions of those he has met in the 

west:  guilt and shame [Lama Yeshe 2020 p 194]. 

 

 Antidotes to such mental afflictions include regular mental training in the form of 

meditation, combined with specific meditations on, for example, compassion for all – and gratitude. 

Luis de Rivera’s Meditations on “Feeling the Feeling”, and “Meditations on Constructive Feelings”, 

can have very wholesome outcomes [de Rivera 2018; see also F9 and F10 on website]. 

atdynamics.co.uk]. 

  

 At the start of a meditation sequence, we can spend a few moments settling – and then 

reflecting that the meditation is for the benefit of both ourselves and other beings; so that we have 

a clear intention9 from the start.  Furthermore, we can include – especially in the 3.0 format of the 

 
9 This does not mean that we are striving for anything; yet rather that we have the awareness and knowledge 

that regular practice settles the mind and activates CARE and nurturing circuits – and in time, our PLAY circuits 

[Panksepp 1998]. 

http://www.atdynamics.co.uk/
http://www.atdynamics.co.uk/
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Standard Exercises, extra formulations. During the “Inner chest warm” part of the exercise, we can 

then silently invoke our metaphorical heart to embrace these or other resonating phrases: 

 Inner Chest Warm; 

 (my) human heartedness flourishes; 

 Ubuntu is here. 

 

Negative afflictions can be overcome by stronger, wholesome, mental states [see also 

Spinoza 1677 Ethics, Part lV;  Proposition 7; Damasio 2003; p 11 – 12; Panksepp 1998; Ross 2010 pp 

153-154; and glossary of this B 26 article: Spinoza and Affect]. 

    

 

2.5 Compassion and Empathy, and pro-social motivation 

 

Empathy 

 

Compassion and empathy are, from a neurophysiological perspective, quite different 

modalities.  Compassion is clearly closely related to being or feeling connected with others; this is 

less clear in a deep sense with empathy [Davidson 2022 MLI]. 

Figure 2.5A outlines some of the modalities of empathy and related brain circuitry. 

 

 

Functions of Anterior Cingulate Cortex 

include:  

o Coordinating Sensory Input With 

Emotions 

o Emotional Responses to Pain 

o Regulating Aggressive Behaviour 

o Communication 

o Maternal Bonding 

o Language Expression 

o Decision Making 

Source: Regina BaileyUpdated on August 31, 2021 

What Is the Cingulate Gyrus? (thoughtco.com) 

Figure 2.5A 

Regions of Anterior Cingulate Cortex  

involved in Empathy 

 

Comments on Figure 2.5A 

i. Research indicates that empathy is not a straightforward emotion. 

ii. Empathy activates both the Anterior Cingulate Cortex and the Anterior mid 

Cingulate Cortex – both depicted in the diagram. 

iii. However, “empathy can lead to feelings of distress and corresponding 

activity in the brain’s pain network” [Dahl et al 2020 p 3] – which includes 

these Anterior Cingulate Cortex areas. The Anterior Cingulate Cortex and 

other associated areas are activated in “various forms of empathy, including 

the vicarious experience of pain, fear, happiness, and disgust” [Fan et al 

2011].   

iv. Empathic Distress, in general terms, can be summarised as indicated in 

Figure 2.5 B below: 

 

 

http://www.atdynamics.co.uk/
https://www.thoughtco.com/cingulate-gyrus-and-the-limbic-system-4078935
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Figure 2.5 B: 

Empathic Distress 

Comments on Empathetic Distress 

 

 Resentment may arise within us as a result of 

empathic distressON. 

 Withdrawal and non-social behaviours are 

activated by the Dorsal Vagal branch of the 

Vagus Nerve in the context of “life threat” 

[Porges 2011]. 

 As a result of these dynamics, empathy on its 

own, when not modulated by compassion 

(which may require compassion training), can 

lead to empathic burn out. 
 

 

Further reflections on Compassion 

 

 Compassion, on the other hand, recruits different brain circuits, and does not lead to burn 

out, because we are actively engaged in helping to reduce suffering in the other.  Our wholesome 

SEEKING circuits [Panksepp 1998] are at work, and so our minds are focused on the positive [see 

Spinoza and Affect]. Furthermore, compassion is associated with wholesome modalities: 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Figure 2.5C: Some Compassion Modalities 

 

 Approach and pro-social motivations are a specific feature of our Social Engagement circuits,  

the Ventral Vagal system [Porges 2011], and our SEEKING System – for example, seeking 

companionship,  friendship, warmth  [Panksepp 1998]. 

 Neurocircuits related to compassion include the medial orbito-frontal cortex and the ventral 

striatum – as illustrated in Figure 2.5D. 

 

 

 

 
 

Some compassion modalities 

o Other-related emotion (i.e. emotion related  

to the other person, not to self). 

o Positive feelings: e.g., love  

o Good health 

o Approach & prosocial motivations 

Based on Singer &  Klimecki 2014 

 

o Compassion is part of our Connection Neuro-Circuits; 

o the brain areas involved include priming motor areas 

for action, modulated through the Ventral Striatum.  

i.e. we can say that compassion is goal directed to-

wards reducing suffering through action 

Davidson 2022 MLI  

o Self-related emotion 

o Negative feelings: e.g., stress  

o Poor health, burnout  

o Withdrawal & non-social behavior 
 

Singer &  Klimecki 2014 

http://www.atdynamics.co.uk/
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Figure 2.5D 
 

Neurocircuits related to 

Compassion 
 

Compassion is associated with 

increased activity of the (medial) 

Orbito-Frontal Cortex 
 . 

(As well as the Ventral Striatum – 

see Figure 2.5E.)  
 

Activation of the medial Orbito 

Frontal Cortex is associated with 

“positive emotions and feelings of 

social connection” 

 [Dahl et al 2020; 

 Singer & Klimecki 2014] 

 

 The inset of Figure 2.5D is an image from Wikipedia that I have found helpful: this is 

technically a sagittal section of the brain showing “the approximate location of the OFC” as revealed 

on “a sagittal MRI scan”. 
 

Sources:  

Orbitofrontal cortex – Wikipedia 

 which itself is from:         

  https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Orbitofrontal_cortex#/media/File:MRI_of_orbitofrontal_cortex.jpg  

Original description: Author: Paul Wicks Source: My head! MRI Obtained in a 1.5T GE Scanner in 2003. Region 

highlighted = approximate location of the orbitofrontal cortex. 

 

 

 The other circuit of particular relevance that is activated by compassion is that of the Ventral 

Striatum, illustrated in Figure 2.5E. 

 

Figure 2.5 E 
 

Schematic representation of 

Compassion and the 

Associated activity of the 

medial Pre-Frontal Cortex 

and Ventral Striatum. 
 

These two neuro-

physiological circuits are 

represented with dashed 

outlines to indicate areas of 

the brain are not distinct and 

overlap. The Ventral Striatum 

is associated with “actions” 

to reduce suffering. 

Davidson 2022MNI 

 
Comments on Figure 2.5E 

i. The bilateral amygdala represented by the          with an A inside is shown to orientate us 

in the Figure. (The paler red triangle represents the right amygdala.) 
 

http://www.atdynamics.co.uk/
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Orbitofrontal_cortex
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Orbitofrontal_cortex#/media/File:MRI_of_orbitofrontal_cortex.jpg
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Orbitofrontal_cortex
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Comments on Figure 2.5E continued 

ii. The outline of the Figure used here is an adaptation of a 2021 figure – to bring our 

attention to the fact that our brains are complex three-dimensional structures, from 

which our experiences arise in relation to inter-being and the cosmos.  

iii. The Ventral Striatum itself is a complex network of circuits that include the nucleus 

accumbens and the olfactory tubercle (neither shown). It (the Ventral Striatum) is 

“thought to be involved in reward processing”10.  

[https://neuroscientificallychallenged.com/glossary/ventral-striatum] 

iv. As illustrated, it is in close communication with the medial Orbito Frontal Cortex, and 

indeed the whole brain-body continuum. 

v. These communications are illustrated schematically in Figure 2.5D below. 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2.5F 
 

Highly Schematic illustration of  

Ventral Striatum  

and 

 Cerebral Cortex Connections 

 

Image from: 

 Striatum – Wikipedia 

with thanks 

 

Comment on Figure 2.5F 

o Our brains are highly complex, and are made up of numerous inter-related 

systems, that are related to our minds, thinking, and feelings. 

o Compassion for both ourselves and others is an emerging property from 

these circuits and the cosmos. 

 

2.5 Epigenetics and Wholesome Connectedness  

 

In summary we can say that wholesome connectedness and the pro-social behaviour that 

goes with it is a skill that we can develop.  CARE, nurturing, and kindness are partly rooted in our 

genes, yet this is not the whole story.  If we receive no CARE and attention, our own CARE and 

nurturing circuits will not be properly switched on for now (and the future).  

 Furthermore, if we receive no adequate nurturing, our response to “danger” (SNS 

activation in the context of fear) and “life threat” (Dorsal Vagal – immobilisation in 

the context of fear) are liable to become our childhood default Autonomic State – 

activated through epigenetic dynamics; this may result in future hypervigilant states 

– and Medically Unexplained Symptoms [Dobbin & Ross (Sheila); 2012].   

 In other words, as babies and children, our own CARE and nurturing circuits will not 

develop properly unless we are shown love and affection – and our parents PLAY 

with us.  

 
10 Panksepp has reservations about a “reward centre” in the brain, and he sees these matters better described 

in term of our SEEKING / curiosity circuits [Panksepp 1998]. See also Section 4 below on Purpose and Meaning, 

with reference to Victor Frankl’s “Man’s Search for Meaning.” 

http://www.atdynamics.co.uk/
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Striatum
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If, on the other hand, we receive nurturing and love from our parents, siblings and extended 

family, this will switch on our own CARE, socialising, and empathic circuits through epigenetic 

processes including the regular activation of our own Ventral Vagal PSNS state. [See also: Cozolino 

2013; Gerhart 2015;  Liedloff 1985; Sunderland 2016.] 

 

2.6 Postscript to Inter-connectedness 

 

 This section has reviewed the importance of inter-connectedness to Well-Being.  While our 

brains from birth have the potential to become wired for wholesome modalities such as CARE, 

nurturing, PLAY, wholesome SEEKING [Panksepp 1998] and Compassion, there is no guarantee that 

these will develop optimally. Many factors may inhibit their development. 
 

 However, these wholesome neuro-circuits can be developed through learning appropriate 

skills, such as a regular meditative practice. Through these, our neuro-circuits can develop optimally 

to bring about fruition of our Nine vital – for society and our planet – middle Pre-Frontal Cortex 

Functions of:  Bodily Regulation; Emotional Balance; Fear Modulation; Attuned Communication; 

Response Flexibility; wholesome Empathy; Insight; Intuition; and Compassion for all [Siegel  2007 pp 

d341-345; and on website as C 2].  

The last of these Siegel depicted as Morality. In 2010 I re-framed  this as Compassion for All:  

 

 Mindfulness embraces the concept of the inter-relatedness of all; while some 

are suffering, in one sense we all suffer.  So mindfulness leads to compassion and 

concern for all – and thus also for our planet. 

 Damage to the pre-frontal cortex can lead to amoral behaviour. 

 Compassion for all will embrace “we maps” [Siegel 2010]; and in that sense 

outlaws the concept of us and them (or I+,U- in Transactional Analysis terms). 

 

Ross 2010-2011; see C 2 on web: Mindsight – our seventh sense and associated pre-

frontal cortex functions 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Much of this evidence has already been covered in the text of Section 1. A brief summary is 

given below. 

 

 Evidence for the efficacy of developing Connectedness reference 
 

“Distinct brain networks underlie our capacity to form and maintain healthy 

relationships, with important implications for physical health and 

psychological well-being” [Dahl et al 2020] 

Eisenberger & Cole 

2012 

 

“Meta-analyses of connection-based interventions, such as kindness and 

compassion meditation, find training-related decreases in depression, 

anxiety, and psychological distress, and increases in positive emotions and 

overall well-being” [Dahl et al 2020] 

Galante et al 

2014 

 

 

 

2.7  Evidence for the efficacy of developing Connectedness 

http://www.atdynamics.co.uk/
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2.7  Evidence for the efficacy of developing Connectedness continued 

 

 

 “……training in connection-based practices like compassion meditation may 

also strengthen the capacity for self-regulation and recruit the brain’s central-

executive network, similar to awareness training. Work from our laboratory 

found that compassion training increases altruistic behavior, which is related 

to greater connectivity between the dlPFC, a core region of the central-

executive network, and ventral striatum, which is involved in regulating 

positive affect and response to reward. Other related research indicates that 

compassion training increases activation in networks important for positive 

affect and affiliation.”  

[Dahl et al 2020] 

 

Weng et al in their paper comment: 

o “These results suggest that compassion can be cultivated with 

training, where greater altruistic behavior may emerge from 

increased engagement in neural systems implicated in understanding 

the suffering of others, executive and emotional control, and reward 

processing.” 

Weng  et al 2014 

 

Klimecki et al 

2013 

 

dlPFC: Dorso-

lateral Pre-

Frontal Cortex 

Klimecki’s study compared empathy training with that of compassion training; 

in their abstract, they state: 

 Although empathy is crucial for successful social interactions, 

excessive sharing of others’ negative emotions may be maladaptive 

and constitute a source of burnout. To investigate functional neural 

plasticity underlying the augmentation of empathy and to test the 

counteracting potential of compassion, one group of participants was 

first trained in empathic resonance and subsequently in compassion. 

In response to videos depicting human suffering, empathy training, 

but not memory training (control group), increased negative affect 

and brain activations in anterior insula and anterior midcingulate 

cortex—brain regions previously associated with empathy for pain. In 

contrast, subsequent compassion training could reverse the increase 

in negative affect and, in contrast, augment self-reports of positive 

affect. In addition, compassion training increased activations in a 

non-overlapping brain network spanning ventral striatum, pregenual 

anterior cingulate cortex and medial orbitofrontal cortex. We 

conclude that training compassion may reflect a new coping strategy 

to overcome empathic distress and strengthen resilience.  

Klimecki et al 

2013 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Note especially: “We 

conclude that 

training compassion 

may reflect a new 

coping strategy to 

overcome empathic 

distress and 

strengthen 

resilience.” 

 

 

Finally, and of great relevance to the discussion in this Part II on 

Connectedness: 

          “Additional evidence suggests that training in connection-based 

practices like compassion meditation may also strengthen the capacity for 

self-regulation and recruit the brain’s central-executive network, similar to 

awareness training. Work from our laboratory found that compassion training 

increases altruistic behavior.” 

[Dahl et al 2020]   

 

 

 

http://www.atdynamics.co.uk/


 

 

 

24                       
 2022 Ian R.F. Ross    

www.atdynamics.co.uk  

 

Neuro-science and related matters 

Well-Being and Flourishing as a Skill we can Develop 

Based on the work of Richard Davidson et al 

 

 2022   B 26 

 

Part III:  Insight 

 

3.1 Introduction to Insight 

 

 Carl Jung used to talk about intuition, especially in connection with his concept of the Four 

Functions (Thinking and Feeling; Sensation and Intuition) [Jung 1935 pp 3 – 38; Jung 1971 / 1991 pp 

330-372]. Insight / intuition may “allow us to see round corners”, and “to know things we should not 

know” – to paraphrase Jung. He also relates this to Einfall, a German word which we can translate as 

a “fallen from heaven” [Jung 1971 p 15]. 

 

 Davidson, in the four aspects of well-being described in this article, uses the term insight.  It 

seems to be somewhat of a moot point if they are interchangeable. Much recent neuro-science 

research has been done in this area; for example, Eskinazi & Giannopulu start their article thus: 

 

          Intuition and insight can be deployed on the same continuum. Intuition is the 

unconscious ability to create links between information; insight is a process by which a 

sudden comprehension and resolution of a situation arises (i.e. euréka). 

Eskinazi M.; & Giannopulu, I. 2021    

 

They go on to say, referring to their approach on the matter: 

 

          According to this approach, intuition and insight are intrinsically interlaced. 

However, the cognitive and physiological mechanisms that authorise the enactment 

from felt intuition to substantiate insight are still unclear. For a better understanding of 

these mechanisms, intuition and insight need to be explored within the same procedure 

and participants via both physiological and cognitive processes. 

Eskinazi M.; & Giannopulu, I. 2021    

 

 

 

           Intuition is defined as “a sense of knowing without knowing how one knows” 

[quote from Epstein 2010 embedded in Eskinazi  & Giannopulu 2021]. 

 

 

 From the perspective of this article, I have decided not to make a clear distinction, yet at the 

same time emphasising that the term used by Davidson for one of the four skills facilitating well-

being in insight. 

 

3.2 Meditation and Insight 

 

 In a brief and insightful book on meditation, the “Lazy Lama” [ Ringu Tulku 1998] 

distinguishes, for simplicity’s sake,  two basic and crucial forms of meditation: 

o Calm Abiding Meditation 

o Insight Meditation   

 

Calm Abiding Meditation overlaps very much with a basic Standard Exercise approach to 

Autogenic Training, associated with reduced efferent and afferent activity of the Sympathetic 
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Nervous Systems (flight / fight and the neuroception of Danger)11, and increased activity of the 

Ventral Vagal Para-Sympathetic Nervous System [Porges 2011]. 

 

 Insight meditation generally requires an initial grounding in Calm Abiding Meditation – 

which at a basic level leads to the Relaxation Response [Benson 1975 ]; but it is the Insight 

Meditation that allows us to go much further and deeper in our becoming whole [Lobel 2017; Lama 

Yeshe 2020].  Thich Nhat Hanh in discussing these matters says: 

 

Mindfulness of the mind 
 

          Some might well ask: is relaxation then the only goal of meditation? In fact the goal 

of meditation goes much deeper than that. While relaxation is the necessary point of 

departure, once one has realised relaxation, it is possible to realise a tranquil heart and 

clear mind. To realise a tranquil heart and clear mind is to have gone far along the path of 

meditation.  
 

          Of course, to take hold of our minds and calm our thoughts, we must also practise 

mindfulness of our feelings and perceptions. To take hold of your mind, you must practise 

mindfulness of the mind. You must know how to observe and recognise the presence of 

every feeling and thought which arises in you.... 

Hanh 1975 p 37 
 (1991 edition by Rider) 

 

 This going deeper embraces insight. 

 

***   ***   *** 

We may realise insight during an Autogenic sequence / meditation.  This is related to an 

Amplified State of Consciousness [de Rivera 2018 pp 16-17]; and such states will tend to mainly 

occur when we are in the autonomic nervous system (ANS) Ventral Vagal State [Porges 2011]. 

 

Luis de Rivera’s Autogenics 3.0 is subtitled: “The New Way to Mindfulness and Meditation”. 

In contrast with some other Autogenic approaches and underlying pre-suppositions, de Rivera 

states: 

 

          In conclusion, nothing is conflicting between Autogenics, yoga, and vipassana, and 

other forms of meditation. We are all working on the same human nature, training the 

same mental functions, activating the same parts of the brain.  Autogenics 3.0 offers the 

most efficient, complete and safe way for Western Practitioners…. 

De Rivera 2018 p 18 

 

 

 

3.3A Negative Ruminations, Afflictive Stickiness, and Reduced Resilience – and antidotes to these 

 

 From the perspective of research on Insight in the context of human well-being, a good 

place to start here is with the introduction to Insight in the paper by Dahl et al. 

 

 

 
11 From a polyvagal perspective, this will also include reduced efferent and afferent activity of the Dorsal Vagal 

PSNS in “Life Threat” 
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          Insight in our framework, refers to self-knowledge concerning the manner in which 

emotions, thoughts, beliefs, and other factors are shaping one’s subjective experience, 

and especially one’s sense of self. States of insight thus reflect an experiential 

understanding of one’s own psychological processes and how the dynamic interplay of 

these processes influences experience. 

o For example, when experiencing an anxious thought, insight would enable one to 

recognise how one’s fearful expectations are being shaped by memories and self-

critical thoughts and thus overly focused on negative outcomes. 

o  With diminished insight, one would accept these expectations and thoughts as 

reality, with little understanding of the factors that are influencing one's 

perception. 
 

          Although moments of insight can occur spontaneously, training in self-inquiry 

promotes the occurrence of insight and enables one to sustain and integrate moments of 

insight with a range of daily life experiences. Self-inquiry refers to the intentional, curiosity 

driven investigation of self-related beliefs and psychological processes [Dahl, Lutz & 

Davidson 2015]. 

Dahl et al 2020 

 

 This reading of insight is very close to what Dahl describes as meta-awareness in other 

sections of his 2020 article (see also section 1 of this article – e.g. Figure 1.7). 

 If we are unable to develop such insights (as describe by Dahl) we will tend to flounder in 

our day to day living and experiences. Having said that, it  is of course part of the human condition 

for all of us to experience distressing feelings / thoughts / emotions  such as anger, anxiety, 

frustration, irritability, resentment, and at times hatred12.  These are disturbing feelings, and we do 

not feel good when engulfed by them [Hayes et al 2016; Lama Yeshe 2020 ]. 
 

“We do not feel good when engulfed by them.”  So are such emotions our fault? While they 

are part of our ancestral heritage, and are wired into our brains and bodies, it is often not the affect 

itself that is the problem, but the distressing ruminations that we can easily become entangled with -

and that we can begin to see these as afflictions created by our minds.   To clarify: we could say that 

the problem that we have is not with the feeling / emotion itself, but what we do with it. Distressing 

ruminations can be reframed in terms of the Second Arrow.  In this sense they are of our making. 
 

With some notable exceptions, many of the insights regarding suffering and well-being do 

not come from western psychological / psychiatric disciplines, but rather from ancient teachings. 

The extract below indicates some of these exceptions. 

 

             Although insight into self-related beliefs and psychological processes does not 

figure prominently in scientific models of well-being [Diener et al 2018; Ryff 2014]  , it is central to 

perspectives on human flourishing in the world’s humanistic and contemplative traditions  
[Lobel 2017]  and also contemporary psychiatry and psychological therapy [Hayes 2016; Beck & Haigh 

2014].  

Dahl et al 2020 

 

***   ***   *** 

 
12 I happen to be editing this article on 24th February 2022; and to the above it feels pertinent to add our 

experience of both outrage and a feeling of impotence at what is happening to Ukraine at this moment – with 

Putin having launched an attack overnight – and claiming that Ukraine has become a hot house of Nazi type 

activists who threaten Russia. A modicum of meta-awareness would allow the man in the Kremlin to recognise 

this is blatant projection.   
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We will now briefly focus on some of the ancient traditions on well-being, and their 

relevance to society now. 

Returning specifically to the subject of negative ruminations and the second arrow, Gelong 

Thubten related these dynamics to non-acceptance of the feeling / affect; and he suggests that our 

dwelling and non-acceptance of our thoughts and feelings can be a form of aggression; in other 

words we do not follow the wisdom of Rumi in his poem the Guest House:  

 

This being human is a guest house. 

Every morning a new arrival. 

 

A joy, a depression, a meanness, 

some momentary awareness comes 

as an unexpected visitor. 
Rumi: from The Guest House 

 

 

Thubten goes on to say, with a sort of wry smile on his face: 

 

……..When we see a thought or perceive a thought……. Then we want to make it into two 

thoughts;  we’re almost saying this thought isn’t good enough the way it is. It needs to be a bit 

more juicy. It’s a little bit boring, let’s dress it up, let’s jazz it up……. Two thoughts, three thoughts, 

four thoughts let’s take it on a journey because in its own essence it’s not good enough;  it needs 

to become more (you know) interesting. 

          So chasing the thought is a kind of aggression because we’re saying this thought isn’t 

enough……..any two of them or three of them pushing the thought away is also aggression 

because we’re trying to destroy it. 

Thubten 2019YT; transcribed 

 

Thubten’s comment that chasing a thought is “a kind of aggression” came as quite a shock to 

me…..and on reflection, a new insight.  

The dynamics of all mental formations are part of our neuro-physiological make up, so we 

can start by befriending them [O’Donovan 2020] rather than ignoring them or going into downward 

spiralling ruminations [see also de Rivera 2018]. 

 

***   ***   *** 

Ongoing well-being for each of us implies the development of increased resilience to the 

“slings and arrows” that life throws at us [Davidson 2018]. On the other hand, if we are frequently 

going into negative ruminations about ourselves and our lives and our situation, then this will 

axiomatically be reducing our resilience. 

 Our autonomic state will all too often be in the Danger / Sympathetic / flight / fight 

/ mobility with fear state [Porges 2011; Dana 2018]; or  

 the “Life Threat” state or Dorsal Vagal PSNS (immobilisation with fear) and the 

accompanying feeling of “I’m not good enough”, a wish to hide and / or generally 

dis-engage socially, and low self esteem [Porges 2011; Dana 2018; Ross 2021BB 22 on 

web].   

From a poly-vagal perspective, Deb Dana would say that the negative ruminations are 

caused / catalysed by our autonomic state; i.e. we are already in SNS mobilisation with fear mode, or 

Dorsal Vagal immobilisation with fear mode.  That is to say, our negative ruminations / thoughts 

follow our state:  Story Follows State [Dana 2018 p 35]; see also Polyvagal Theory in glossary. 
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3.3B: Affective Stickiness (Afflictive Stickiness)  
 

 Recurrent negative ruminations tend to take us in a downward spiral, resulting in feelings of 

distress, lack of self-worth, and at times a desire to withdraw from society – and even our friends 

[modulated by our Dorsal Vagal system].  Such negative thinking reduces our resilience, and has 

been termed “Affective Stickiness”13 [Davidson 2015; 2018; Goleman &Davidson 2017]  .  Now this 

stickiness is linked in with lack of resilience. Figure 3.3B below illustrates how a person with little 

resilience (i.e. much stickiness) responds to stressors, in comparison with someone with significant 

resilience. 
 

 

Figure 3.3B 
 

Stressors and 

Recovery Times 

(i.e. an indication of 

Resilience) 
 

Model based on  

Davidson [Davidson 

2011; 2015; 2018] 
 

Red Graph: long 

recovery time; poor 

resilience 

 

Blue Graph: quicker 

recovery time; good 

resilience  

 

Inset image; the original 

 Davidson 2002 image  

colour enhanced 

 
Comments on Figure 3.3B 
 

Graph A:  this person has a prolonged response to the stressor, and this indicates a low resilience 

to the “slings and arrows” of life [Davidson 2018]. One of the causes of such a prolonged response 

is the on-going negative ruminations that the stressor produces, such as “Why me?”;  “I will get 

my own back on him / her”.  Such ruminations produce distressing Afflictive States, as we become 

stuck in these distressing ruminations. 

 Davidson coins the term Afflictive Stickiness for such states. 

 Afflictive Stickiness may be a better term for indicating the damage caused by such 

states. 

 Lingering resentment [Davidson 2015 – see below] can result, in a 

particularly toxic state for both ourselves and others.  

 In Buddhist psychology, Afflictive Stickiness overlaps with the concept of the Second 

Arrow. 
 

 
13 Davidson’s term here is Affective Stickiness. Such affective distress overlaps with what in Buddhist 

psychology are regarded as Afflictive states; for this reason in this article I use the two terms more or less 

interchangeably.  
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Graph B: this person has a much shorter response to the Stressor, and this indicates good 

Resilience to the ups and downs of life.  This does not imply they have less stressors in their lives; 

rather, that they have good inner resilience, meaning that they recover more quickly from the 

stressor event. Such inner resilience is fostered by growing meta-awareness. 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

3.3C: Some further general comments regarding increasing our Resilience 
 

 Distressing feelings and emotions are part of our human condition. Suffering occurs; life is 

impermanent. We are of the nature to grow old and die [Hanh 2010 p 32]. On the other hand, we 

can all experience a summer buttercup, a bird singing, a wonderful smile on a  child’s face, and a 

sunrise. In psychology feelings and emotions are often described as affects. Affective Stickiness in 

the term that Davidson uses to indicate that we have got stuck in distressing feelings – and this 

results in distressing (“negative”) ruminations.  In Buddhist psychology, such feelings and negative 

thoughts are sometimes referred to as Afflictions. So we could also call Affective Stickiness: Afflictive 

Stickiness. 

 In any event, in connection with reducing our Afflictive Stickiness and increasing our 

resilience, the following consideration may be helpful – and can be reflected upon. 
 

o Childhood experience can result in us being less or more resilient. 

o Less resilience can be related to disturbed autonomic function, such as hypervigilant 

states and / or feelings of low self-esteem – and a desire at times to withdraw / hide – 

or generally not to socially engage.  

o On the other hand, we can learn to increase our resilience, even if we start off with 

low resilience.  

o Distressing ruminations are afflictions that clearly disturb our being; yet with mental 

training we can regain control so that we greatly reduce our tendency to become stuck 

in these afflictive ruminations.  

o This mental training requires learning new skills so that we are no longer entangled in 

these afflictive states – and can more see problems in terms of opportunities for new 

personal development. 

o “There is no such thing as a problem without a gift for you in its hands. You seek 

problems because you need their gifts.”  [Bach 1977] 

o Developing insight and meta-awareness  (see section 1.5 above) can increase our 

resilience. 

o Meditative approaches such as Autogenic Training and Mindfulness can greatly reduce 

Afflictive Stickiness. 

 

Resilience 

 “The rapidity with which we recover from adversity” 

 [Davidson 2018]. 

 

***  ***   *** 

 

“If the individual recovers quickly and there is no lingering resentment— affective 

stickiness—then it is likely that high levels of well-being can persist even in the face of 

these seemingly inconsistent emotions” 

 [Davidson and Schuler 2015 p 89] 
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 As indicated, stickiness is related to distressing ruminations and to an assumption that we 

have a separate self – Davidson’s research indicates that as we develop insight (and meta-attention) 

we will be less prone to suffer from stickiness – and are less prone to reify ourselves and more likely 

to see the inter-relatedness of all things [Inter-Being – Hanh 2012 pp 55-58].  Meditative trainings 

increase insight.  

De Rivera specifically embraces insight meditation with Feeling the Feeling and Constructive 

Feeling Meditation [de Rivera 2018].  

 

3.4   Our Dualistic Thinking and Habit Energies 

 

 We may sometimes feel not good enough and, within this mental formation, we limit 

ourselves.  Yongey Mingyur Rinpoche expresses this thus: 

 

 

          You’re not the limited, anxious person you think you are. Any trained Buddhist 

teacher can tell you with all the conviction of personal experience that, really, you are the 

very heart of compassion, completely aware, and fully capable of achieving the greatest 

good, not only for yourself, but for everyone and everything you can imagine. 
 

Yongey Mingyur Rinpoche 2007 p 46 

 

 It is not uncommon to find ourselves saying such things as:  “that was OK, but….”  “If only I 

could retire now, I would be happy….”.  Such thoughts are excellent ways of not being (living) in the 

present moment. It is a type of dualism, brought about by culture and negative Habit Energies. We 

can be limited by the language of a patriarchal system extending back two and a half millennia 

[Baring 2021]. 

 Yongey Mingyur is very focused on dualism and the problems this presents to us. 

 

          Unfortunately, when the  mind is coloured by this dualistic perspective, every experience – 

even moments of joy and happiness –  is bounded by some sense of limitation. There is always a 

but lurking in the background. One kind of but is the but of difference. “Oh, 

my birthday party was wonderful, but I would have liked chocolate cake 

instead of carrot cake.” Then there’s the but of “better”, “I love my new 

house, but my friend John’s place is bigger and has much better light.” And 

finally, there is the but of fear. “I can’t stand my job, but in this market how 

will I ever find another one?” Personal experience has taught me that it’s 

possible to overcome any sense of personal limitation….. 

……. I’ve begun to recognise why, from an objectively scientific perspective,   

the practices actually work: that feelings of limitation, anxiety, fear, and so 

on are just so much neuronal gossip. They are in essence habits. And habits can be unlearned. 
 

Yongey Mingyur Rinpoche 2007 p 46-47 

 

 Such thoughts often manifest as negative ruminations, and are the result of unwholesome 

habits acquired over time. This does not imply blame, but to overcome them it is helpful to realise 

that Habit Energies [Hanh 1998; and also Procedural Learned Tendencies – Ogden 2009], are often 

transgenerational – including cultural – dysfunctional energies that we have picked up in childhood.   
 

Mental Training helps us to develop insight, and with this we can choose to let our 

dysfunctional Habit Energies float away. 
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3.5  Our sense of self is not anatomically localised: rather it manifests as a result of the integration 

of several brain networks. 
 

 There is no good evidence that our sense of self is located in a specific part of the brain.  My 

understanding of current research is that all aspects of our brains, bodies, and mind are closely 

interrelated. Regarding our sense of self, it is probably true to say that this (partially) comes about  

through a series of inter-related networks, labelled E-network [Legrand & Ruby 2009], which include 

those summarised in the Figure 3.5A below. (See also Figure 3.5B:  a schematic representation of 

“Four important Interconnected Areas of Self-Related-Evaluation in the brain”.) 

 

 Functions include  Source  
 

Medial Pre-

Frontal Cortex  

(m PFC) 

 

 

 

Daniel Siegel cites nine discreet mPFC functions which are: 

Bodily Regulation Emotional Balance Fear Modulation 

Attuned 

Communication 

Response 

Flexibility 

Empathy 

Insight Intuition  Moral Awareness 

(Compassion for all) 
 

[Siegel 2007 pp 

341-345] 

Also see C2 on 

website 

Precuneus The precuneus is involved with episodic 

memory, visuospatial processing, reflections upon self, and 

aspects of consciousness.  

Precuneus - 

Wikipedia 

 

Temporo-Parietal 

junction 

“The Temporo-Parietal Junction (TPJ) is the junction in the 

brain between the temporal and parietal lobes.  It 

integrates information from visual, auditory and 

somatosensory systems. At the same time, it integrates 

incoming information from both the external and internal 

environment. In addition, it is also known to play a crucial 

role in self–other distinction processes and Theory of Mind.”  

(Wikipedia TPC 

08-01-2022). 

Temporal poles 

 

“The anterior-

most portion of 

the temporal 

lobes” Oslon et al 

2007. 

See Figure 3.5B 

The temporal pole is “associated with several high-level 

cognitive processes:  

a) visual processing for complex objects and face 

recognition,  

b) autobiographic memory,  

c) naming and word-object labelling, 

d) semantic processing in all modalities, and 

e)  socio-emotional processing” [Herlin / Navarro / 

Dupont 2021]. 

 

These dynamics have been: 

o “demonstrated in healthy subjects and in patients 

with neurological or psychiatric diseases, especially in 

the field of neurodegenerative disorders.  

 

Herlin, Bastien;   

Navarro, Vincent;  

Dupont, Sophie:  

2021   

 

 

Oslon et al 

2007 

Temporal poles 

continued  

o “A good knowledge of those functions and the 

symptoms associated with temporal pole lesions or 

dysfunctions is helpful to identify these diseases, 

whose diagnosis may otherwise be difficult.” [op cit] 

 

Figure 3.5A 

Some of the functions of four key areas of the E-network that are thought collectively 

 to facilitate our sense of self 

http://www.atdynamics.co.uk/
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Episodic_memory
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Episodic_memory
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Visuospatial
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Self_(psychology)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Consciousness
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Precuneus
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Precuneus
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Theory_of_mind
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 The anatomical relationship of some of these key areas is shown schematically in Figure 

3.5B. 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3.5B 

 

Four important 

Interconnected 

Areas of 

 Self-Related-

Evaluation in 

brain 

(The E-network) 

 

After Legrand & 

Perrine 2009 

 
 

Comments on Figure 3.6 
 

i. All four areas shown (Medial Prefrontal Cortex, Precuneus, Temporal Pole and Temporo-Parietal 

Junction) are equally interconnected. 

ii. In the figure, for clarity, only the connections from the mPFC to the other three areas are 

indicated. The connections between the other three areas to the mPFC, and reciprocal 

connections between these other three areas, are not shown. 

iii. In total there will be six two-way connections. 

iv. Self-related evaluation depends upon the integration of these and other circuits. 

v. While this is easy to say, the way this leads to subjective awareness and self-evaluation is probably 

beyond the scope of scientific enquiry. 

 
 

 

 

 

3.6 Ability to self-reflect PHILIPPI AND KOENIGS 2014 

 

 Insight meditation is based on the premise that wholesome self-reflection can: 

o increase our well-being, increase our resilience, and increase compassion, 

and sense of inter-relatedness and social cohesion, while 

o reducing our Afflictive Stickiness and negative ruminations; and thus the 

unconscious domination of unwholesome affect (such as “I’m not good 

enough”) on our being. 
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Implicit in the above is that certain types of self-reflection are not wholesome, and can 

increase our distress and suffering – for example, by enabling the second arrow to penetrate deeply 

into our being, and thus wounding us.  These dynamics are made both explicit and implicit in a 2014 

article in the Journal of Psychiatric Research [Philippi & Koenigs 2014].  This highlights some of the 

important factors regarding self-reflection, and these are indicated below, extracted direct from 

their paper (some of the references have been taken out). 

 

i. The ability to self-reflect, to turn our attention inward to consider our own thoughts, 

memories, feelings, and actions is a fundamental aspect of human cognition.  

ii. Interpersonally, self-reflection can help us to perceive social cues (Eisenberger and 

Lieberman, 2004; Lombardo et al., 2010) and 

iii.  generate social emotions (e.g., guilt), which  

iv. can promote prosocial behavior and enhance relationships  

v.  Self-reflection can also contribute to emotion regulation (Leary, 2003), self-awareness, 

and self-insight (Beck et al., 2004) –  processes that are essential for successful 

psychotherapy outcomes (Mansell, 2011). 

 

 However,  

a) maladaptive levels of self-reflection, such as ruminative, self-critical thought in 

depression, can have detrimental consequences for health and well-being. 

b) In fact, a prominent psychological theory proposes that heightened self-focused attention 

is a common feature across several mental illnesses (Ingram, 1990). While there is 

substantial evidence to support heightened self-focus in certain types of mental illness, in 

this article we suggest that both heightened and diminished self-reflection may contribute 
to mental illness.  

Philippi, C. L.; Koenigs, M. 2014 

Layout with i. etc and a) etc added 

 

 

A Happy Wholesome Mean in Self-Reflection 

 

 The evidence is thus that excessive “self-reflection”, involving recurrent distressing 

ruminations (such as anger / hatred, and or low self-esteem) can be damaging to our physical and 

mental health. On the other hand, little or no self-reflection can also lead to psychological ill-being 

with an inability to engage with others in other than an ego-(centric)-dominated way. On the other 

hand, some self-reflection, as in Insight Meditation, can be life enhancing. These dynamics are 

illustrated in the Figure 3.6A below. 
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Figure 3.6A 

Self-Reflection levels and  

Well being 

 

Comments of Figure 3.6A 

 

i. Very little Self-Reflection 

is associated with Autism 

and Psychopathy. 

ii. High / unwholesome 

levels of Self-Reflection 

(e.g. excessive distressing 

ruminations) can lead to 

agitated depression, 

anxiety, and hypervigilant 

states and Medically 

Unexplained Symptoms 
 

iii. Middle range of Self-Reflection, especially when combined with meditation and mindfulness, 

is associated with high / higher levels of overall Well-Being. 
  

 

 

 Self-Reflection is associated with the Default Mode Network, with particular reference to the 

medial Pre-Frontal Cortex (mPFC) and Post Cingulate Cortex (PCC), as illustrated below. 

 

 

Comments on Figure 3.6B 

 

o The medial PFC and the Posterior 

Cingulate Cortex are essential for Self-

Reflection. 

o Damage to the mPFC can critically 

impair our abilities regarding self-

reflection and self-insight. 

o Such damage interferes with 

wholesome social interactions – and 

our ability to assess how our behaviour 

may affect others, leading, “for 

example, to diminished: 

 Empathy 

 Guilt 

 Shame 

 Embarrassment and  

 Social dis-inhibition” 

Philippi & Koenigs 2014 

 

          As already discussed, self-reflection is crucial to well-being and health [see also Knox 2003 

/2012:].2012; and glossary of E-03 on this website: the Reflective Function.  

 

 

 

Figure 3.6B 

Two key areas of the Default Mode Network 

involved in Self-Reflection 
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 Much of the focus of this Section 3 on insight has been related to our ability – or otherwise, 

to reflect on the experiences we have to optimise our well-being; such reflection can lead to insight. 

To recap from 3.3A: 

 

Self-inquiry refers to the intentional, curiosity driven investigation of self-related beliefs and 

psychological processes [Dahl, Lutz & Davidson 2015]. 

 

 

 Such self-inquiry / Self-reflection [as in the Reflective Function, Knox 2003/2012] is crucial 

for insight and well-being, and is perhaps best mediated through some form of meditation. Much of 

the evidence for the efficacy of insight has already been given – and below is a summary of some of 

this research. 

 

Evidence for the efficacy of Insight reference 
 

Insight and Well-Being: 

o “Dispositional private self-focused attention….. such as insight, 

internal self-awareness, and self-reflectiveness have been found to 

relate to well-being.” 

o “Self-Reflection and Insight ……revealed that the Insight…… was the 

only statistically significant predictor (a positive predictor) for all six 

dimensions of psychological well-being [Ryff 2014]. Insight was also 

the only significant positive predictor for satisfaction with life.” 

Harrington & Loffredo 2011 

 

The six dimensions of psychological Well-Being described by Ryff are: 

 

autonomy environmental mastery personal growth 

purpose in life positive relationships self-acceptance 
 

Harrington & 

Loffredo 2011 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Ryff 2014 

See also Section 

4.2 below re Ryff’s 

concept 

 
 

 

Growth Mindset, ability to change, and insight 
 

           A Fixed Mindset limits our potential, whereas a Growth Mindset allows 

us to develop and keep on our path of learning and vivencia-ing throughout 

our lives. This means we can continue to have insights throughout our lives. 

 

Research into strategies to develop a Growth Mindset shows evidence that 

this improves well-being. Maladaptive “conceptions of self are linked to 

negative physical and health outcomes……” [Dahl et al 2020]. A Growth 

Mindset is a good example of wholesome conceptions of self and others.  

  

Mrazek et al in their (four) studies on Growth Mindset and self-regulation, in 

their abstract, state: 

 

 

Dahl et al 2020 

 

See also Glossary 

of D11 on website 

for summary of 

Growth Mindset 

concept, p 35 

 

 

Harrington & 

Loffredo 2011    

 

 

 

 

 

3.7  Evidence for the efficacy of Insight  

http://www.atdynamics.co.uk/
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Evidence for the efficacy of Insight continued reference 

 “The subsequent four studies isolated and abbreviated the growth 

mindset manipulation, demonstrated improved persistence and 

decreased effort avoidance, and attempted to further examine the 
critical mediators.”  

 “Collectively, results indicate that a growth mindset of self-regulation 

can change attributions and allocation of effort in meaningful ways 
that may affect the willingness to attempt challenging tasks and the 
perseverance required to complete them.” [Mrazek et al 2018 p 164] 

  

Negative attributions of self include low self-esteem and negative 

ruminations, leading to Afflictive Stickiness. This  is a good example of 

negative affects that impair our overall well-being and reduce our resilience.  

Towards the end of the Mrazek et al article, the authors imply that further 

research is required to firmly establish the benefits of facilitating a Growth 

Mindset:  

o “Recognizing self-regulation as something that can expand 

through practice may elicit the effort and perseverance 
required to effectively reach our most valued goals.” [Mrazek et 

al 2018 p 178]  

 

Mrazek et al 

2018 

 
 

Insight in the context of human flourishing and ancient traditions 

 

          To conclude this evidence section on insight, we will re-iterate the quote 

from 3.3A above: 

 

“Although insight into self-related beliefs and psychological processes does 

not figure prominently in scientific models of well-being [Diener et al 2018; 

Ryff 2014]  , it is central to perspectives on human flourishing in the world’s 

humanistic and contemplative traditions  [Lobel 2017] and also 

contemporary psychiatry and psychological therapy [Hayes 2016; Beck & 

Haigh 2014]……..” 

 

“Insight into one’s own mind and mental processes is an important 

predictor of overall psychological well-being and life satisfaction                    

[Harrington & Loffredo 2011]. More specifically, self-knowledge concerning 

self-related beliefs, referred to as “self-concept clarity”, is central to 

healthy psychological functioning [Campbell 1990].” 

Dahl et al 2020 
 

 

 

Dahl et al 2020 
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3.8 Postscript on Insight 

 Many, if not most, of the great spiritual leaders for millennia have practised various forms of 

meditation.  At the end of the day, the way we develop professionally and personally will be deeply 

dependent upon on our mental state and how we view living and life on a day by day, year by year, 

basis14.  It will not depend per se on neuroscience. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Research has shown that those who win the lottery are actually no happier a year later than 

in the weeks before they won. Gelong Thubten goes on to say, regarding the above proverb: 

        This statement suggests that true happiness will only arise through compassion. 

The more we grasp after personal satisfaction, wanting to feel good, the more our 

expectations lead to disappointment and dissatisfaction. The compassionate mind, on 

the other hand, moves away from that grasping and enters a more spacious mentality, 

tapping into limitless freedom and unconditional happiness…… 
 

Gelong Thubten 2019 p 171-172 

 

 

 In Autogenic Training, or any other form of meditation, we need to beware: if our  

motivation is simply to feel good in ourselves after the session, such personal satisfaction will not 

per se lead to well-being.  On the other hand, if our motivation is for ourselves to become whole – 

and compassionate towards ourselves and others, then we are on a path towards deep well-being. 

  

 
14 Present Moment, Wonderful Moment [Hanh 1993] 

All suffering, without exception, is born from a mind which 

seeks happiness for oneself, whereas  enduring happiness 

arises through a mind which seeks to benefit others. 

Buddhist Proverb 

Gelong Thubten 2019 p 171 
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Part IV: Purpose 

 

4.1 Introduction to purpose and meaning 

 

 Purpose and meaning in life are fundamental to our health and well-being. One of the most 

far-reaching courses that I attended at medical school was on Sociology and Psychology in relation to 

medicine.  A Dr Boyd15 from America took the psychology part, and at the time I was quite taken 

aback and astounded when he said that some of the US soldiers during the Korean War died within a 

few days of being captured – from no physical cause. He suggested that they had given up the will to 

live. 

 

 If our lives are without purpose and / or meaning, we tend to become unstuck.  Carl Jung felt 

that purpose and meaning in life were vital for our well-being [Jung 1933]. His research indicated the 

loss of meaning was often a key cause of the “mid-life crisis”.  A decade or so later, Victor Frankl, 

when in a concentration camp, realised those inmates who had a feeling of purpose, meaning, or a 

belief in something greater than themselves were more likely to survive. Those that did not survive 

seemed to have entered a state of “give-up-itis” [Frankl 1946 / 1959]. 

 

            Once an individual’s search for a meaning is successful, it not only renders him happy 

but also gives him the capacity to cope with suffering.   And what happens if one’s groping 

for a meaning has been in vain? This may well result in a fatal condition. Let us recall, for 

instance, what sometimes happened in extreme situations such as prisoner-of-war camps or 

concentration camps.  In the first, as I was told by American soldiers, a behavior pattern 

crystallized to which they referred as “give-up-itis.” In the concentration camps, this 

behavior was paralleled by those who one morning, at five, refused to get up and go to work 

and instead stayed in the hut, on the straw wet with urine and faeces. Nothing – neither 

warnings nor threats – could induce them to change their minds. And then something 

typical occurred: they took out a cigarette from deep down in a pocket where they had 

hidden it and started smoking. At that moment we knew that for the next forty-eight hours 

or so we would watch them dying. Meaning orientation had subsided, and consequently the 

seeking of immediate pleasure had taken over. 

                                                                                                              [Frankl 1946 /  pp 163-164] 

 

Today we can equate this “give-up-itis” with an extreme Dorsal Vagal PSNS state [Porges 

2011] beyond low self-esteem and social withdrawal to one of giving up.  
       

***   ***   *** 
 

 More recently, research indicates the importance of life attitudes. In the 1987 study  on life 

attitudes by Reker, three of the five life attitudes researched were found to be of particular 

significance in relation to promoting physical and psychological well-being. These are: 
 

o Future Meaning 

o Life Control 

o Life Purpose  
 

[Reker et al 1987 p 47] 

 
15 He was also a great advocate of Carl Rogers’ approach, and this resulted in me as a first-year medical 

student buying a copy of “On Becoming a Person”. 
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In the 2010s, increased purpose was found to result in reduced heart disease [Ferreira 2015; 

Cohen et al 201616]. Furthermore, research by Schaefer indicates that “Purpose in Life Predicts 

Better Emotional Recovery from Negative Stimuli” [Schaefer et al 2013]. 

 As already indicated, Davidson regards a sense of purpose as one of the key ingredients and 

determinants of Well-Being [Davidson 2018].  

 

          Having a sense of purpose and meaning may let people meet life’s challenges better, 

reframing them in ways that allow them to recover more readily……..  meditation seems 

to embrace well-being on Ryff’s measure, which includes a personal sense of purpose. 
 

Goleman and Davidson 2017 p 92-93 

 

4.2 Carol Ryff’s concept of Psychological Well-Being 

 

Ryff’s concept of psychological well-being, and hence human flourishing, embraces six key 

concepts, as illustrated in Figure 4.2 

 

 
Figure 4.2: Core Aspects of Psychological Well-Being after Ryff 2015 

 

Comment on Figure 4.2 
 

Self-Acceptance:  this dimension is core to our well-being. Without self-acceptance, 

we will tend to struggle with the ups and downs of life. 

 

 

 

Further / 

 

 

 

 
16 “ A significant association was observed between having a higher purpose in life and reduced all-cause mortality 

(adjusted pooled relative risk = 0.83 [CI = 0.75–0.91], p < .001) and cardiovascular events (adjusted pooled relative risk = 

0.83 [CI = 0.75–0.92], p = .001).” [Cohen et al 2016 abstract]. 
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Further Reflections on The Six Core Aspects of Ryff’s Psychological Well-Being 

 

Autonomy: this is linked in with Self Realisation [Wallnöfer 2000], Individuation [Jung], and our 

Authentic Self [Luthe  1983].  
 

Personal Growth:  our brains are plastic – potentially into old age –  meaning that we have the ability 

to keep learning and developing if we choose to. This is a gift from beyond. 
 

Environmental Mastery:  this goes along with the other five; in fact, all six dimensions inter-are 

[Hanh 2012 pp 55-56].  This includes developing skills regarding the outside world – such as 

gardening, growing vegetables, becoming a motor mechanic, and anything indeed that we wish to 

master. 
 

Positive Relationships with others and ourselves:  this may not come naturally, and is something that 

we can always be working on.  Childhood traumas can make this difficult for us, as we may have a 

habit energy of neurocepting danger when there is no real danger (mobilisation with fear – SNS 

flight / fight mode), or neurocepting life threat when again there is no actual life threat – no blame 

(immobilisation with fear – Dorsal Vagal PSNS) [Porges 2011; 2017; Dana 2018]. 

Mindfulness and Meditative practice such as Autogenic Training facilitate Social Engagement – with 

both ourselves and others, through increased efferent and afferent activity of the Ventral Vagal 

(PSNS) [Porges 2011; 2017; Dana 2018; Ross 2021B].  

 

Purpose:  Purpose, motivation and meaning are crucial for our well-being. 
 

 For too long, with some notable exceptions17, psychology and psychiatry were focused too 

much on what is wrong with people, ignoring what can make life worth living for us. Martin Seligman 

was president of the American Psychological Association, and in 1998 gave his final  presidential 

address. He concluded with these words: 

 

          I have often been asked what was my reason, deep down, for running for president of APA. I 

will tell you now. It was because I thought I had a mission but did not know what it was. I thought 

that in serving as president, I would discover my mission. And I did. 

           

          That mission is to partake in launching a science and a 

profession whose aim is the building of what makes life most 

worth living. This opportunity was your gift to me, and my fondest 

hope is that the two initiatives I have discussed above and gone on 

to launch will repay your trust. 

 

          In closing, I now want to make explicit the underlying theme 

of my presidency: Psychology is not merely a branch of the health 

care system. It is not just an extension of medicine. And it is surely 

more than a tenant farmer on the plantation of profit-motivated 

health schemes. Our mission is much larger.  

  

          We have misplaced our original and greater mandate to make life better for all people – not 

just the mentally ill. I therefore call on our profession and our science to take up this mandate 

once again as we enter the next millennium. 

Seligman 1998 
 

 
17 For example: : Jung Collected Works, e.g. Vol X 1970; Maslow 1968; 1954 / 1970; Rogers 1961; Frankl 1946. 
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 An overview of some of  Seligman’s approaches can be found in Flourishing [Seligman 2011]. 

 

4.3  Purpose, Meaning, and the Wisdom of Aristotle  

 

 Seligman is pointing towards a psychology of growth and enabling us to fulfil our potential; 

which means that we can flourish. 

 This is not a new concept, and Goleman and Davidson discuss this theme  [Davidson & 

Goleman 2017 pp  53-55], and the passage below is derived from these pages. 

 

The concept of flourishing is not new.  In ancient Asia, meditation and the practice of 

yogis was and is linked to the idea of personal transformation.  Aristotle suggested 

that the goal of life is a “virtue-based eudaimonia” [Davidson & Goleman 2017 p 54]    

– that is, a state of flourishing.  The origins of the present western concept of Well-

Being are rooted in that of flourishing, and so with Aristotle18. 

 

 

  

 While the idea of flourishing is ancient, it is only recently that in western human psychology 

it has been studied in depth.  Meditative approaches dating back millennia can be seen in terms of 

developing skilful means to address suffering [Hanh 1998]; while this theme in the west has often 

been seen in terms of starting within the Greco-Roman tradition. 

 

          In the Greco-Roman tradition, qualities such as integrity, kindness, patience, and 

humility were considered keys to enduring well-being. These western thinkers and 

Asian spiritual traditions alike saw the value in cultivating a virtuous life via a roughly 

similar transformation of being. In Buddhism, for example, the ideal of inner 

flourishing gets put in terms of bodhi (in Pali and Sanskrit), a path of self-actualization 

that nourishes “the very best within oneself.”20   

 

Davidson & Goleman 2017 p 55 

 
20  Cortand Dahl  et al [2016] “Meditation and the cultivation of well-being –  historical roots and 

contemporary science” Psychological Bulletin, in press. 

  

  

 I have not been able to locate the above reference20. However, a further recent paper of 

interest that complements the above is: The plasticity of well-being: A training-based framework for 

the cultivation of human flourishing [Dahl et al 2020]. 

 

 

 

4.4  What does Life Expect from me? Meaning, refracted through Victor Frankl 

 

 In extreme situations, loss of meaning can be fatal.  So our raison d'être for living affects our 

health, immune system, and overall well-being.  Victor Frankl wrote a wonderful, and in many ways 

uplifting, book called : “Man’s Search for Meaning”, based on his experiences in a concentration 

camp in the Second World War.  He quotes Nietzsche’s statement:   

 
18 Aristotle: e.g. Nicomachean Ethics 
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“He / she that has a why to live for can bear with almost any how.” 

 

Frankl 1946 /1984 (1959 translation) p 97; 

Quoting Nietzsche    
(‘she’ added from original) 

 

Inset photo: Nietzsche 1869 

 
 

 

 Frankl’s wife was in another concentration camp, and did not survive.  Frankl became a 

confidant of some of the inmates. Some of them became, understandably, depressed and with a loss 

of hope, and contemplated suicide; some went on to take their own lives. 

 

 

          I remember two cases of would be suicide, which bore a striking similarity to each 

other. Both men had talked of their intentions to commit suicide. Both used the typical 

argument they had nothing more to expect from life. In both cases it was a question of 

getting them to realise that life was still expecting something from them; something in 

the future was expected of them. We found, in fact, that for the one it was his child 

whom he adored and who was waiting for him in a foreign country. For the other it was a 

thing, not a person. This man was a scientist and had written a series of books which still 

needed to be finished. His work could not be done by anyone else, any more than 

another person could ever take the place of the father of his child’s affections. 

          The uniqueness and singleness which distinguishes each individual and gives a 

meaning to his existence has a bearing on creative work as much as it does on human 

love. When the impossibility of replacing a person is realised, it allows the responsibility 

which a man has for his existence and its continuance to appear in all its magnitude. A 

man who becomes conscious of the responsibility he bears towards a human being who 

affectionately waits for him, or to an unfinished work, will never be able to throw away 

his life. …. 

Frankl 1946 / 1958 p 101 

 

 So the why for one man was his beloved child, and the other his opus magnum. 

 

 We may tend to have a mental picture along the lines of what do I expect from life; yet on 

reflection we can see this as a narrow-ish perspective.  Everything is inter-related [Capra & Luisi 

2014; see also Inter-Being].  

 

 As already mentioned, some of those interned in concentration camps gave up the will to 

live.   

 

      Woe to him who saw no more sense in his life, no aim, no purpose, and therefore no 

point in carrying on. He was soon lost. The typical reply with which such a man rejected all 

encouraging arguments was, “I have nothing to expect from life anymore.” What sort of 

answer can you give to that? 

Frankl 1946 p 98 
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 Well, Frankl does give an answer in the context of all of those in the concentration camps – 

which also has relevance far beyond them.  He says: 
 

           What was really needed was a fundamental change in our attitude toward life. We 

had to learn ourselves and, furthermore, we had to teach the despairing men, that 

 it did not really matter what we expected from life, but rather what life expected 

from us.  

 We needed to stop asking about the meaning of life, and instead to think of 

ourselves as those who were being questioned by life –  daily and hourly.  

 Our answer must consist, not in talk and meditation, but in right action and in 

right conduct. 

 Life ultimately means taking the responsibility to find the right answer to its 

problems and to fulfil the task which it constantly sets for each individual. 
 

              These tasks, and therefore the meaning of life, differ from man to man, and from 

moment to moment. 

Frankl 1946 p 98 
Bullet points added 

 

 This is not to say that attention, meta-attention, and meditation discussed in Part I, are not 

of value. Yet at the end of the day all of these are not ends in themselves, but a path to appropriate 

living and doing in the world.  Right Action and Right Conduct have echoes of the Eightfold Path in 

Buddhist psychology19 [e.g. Hanh 1998 pp 9-11; and 51-118].  The path for each of us is unique, and, 

as emphasised by Frankl, is a matter of individual responsibility. 
 

           Frankl went on to develop logotherapy.  It was widely 

adopted in continental Europe and beyond; and indeed 

Logotherapy became known as the Third Viennese School of 

Psychotherapy20. 

 

 Logos: a Greek word denoting “meaning”. 

 
 Victor Frankl 

 

 

4.5 Dopamine levels in connection with the Presence of Purpose  
 

Severe stressors – such as war and famine,  can lead to us giving up hope when the situation 

feels increasingly hopeless. In such situations we may lose our sense of meaning and purpose. 

Research suggests such lack of purpose – and especially the condition of “give-up-itis”21 (GUI) – is 

associated with reductions in dopamine in specific areas of the brain. In this connection, Leach says: 

 

          It is proposed that ‘give-up-itis’ can be understood as a quantitative regression from 

normal, adaptive goal-directed behaviour that passes through a clinical spectrum from 

withdrawal, apathy, aboulia and psychic akinesia to psychogenic death. It is hypothesised 

that GUI behaviour occurs through frontal-subcortical circuit dysfunction, particularly 

 
19 Usually called the Noble Eightfold Path; some authorities have reframed this as the Ennobling Eightfold Path 

which is very apposite. It is the path that is ennobling, not the “theory on paper”. 
20 The First being the Freudian Psychoanalysis school, the Second Adler’s “Will to Power” and “striving for 

superiority”  [Frankl 1946 p 122]. 
21 As discussed in Section 4.1 above. 
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within the dorsolateral prefrontal and anterior cingulate circuits, and is consequent upon 

dopamine disequilibrium within these circuits. 

Leach 2018 p 15 

  

In particular, GUI is associated with reductions in dopamine (DA), a crucial neuro-chemical,  

in the: 

o Anterior Cingulate Cortex, and especially in the  

o Nucleus Accumbens  (NAc).  

 

These dynamics will also be catalysed by an increase in Dorsal Vagal PSNS activity of the 

Autonomic Nervous System. These Dorsal Vagal dynamics will further deplete within us the presence 

of any sense of purpose.22 

Figure 4.5A schematically illustrates these depleted DA dynamics; while Figure 4.5B 

illustrates raised levels of DA relating to wholesome SEEKING – and a sense of meaning and purpose 

in our lives.  

 

 

 

Figure 4.5A 
 

Mental defeat as exemplified in “give-

up-itis”and reduced                           

Dopamine (DA) levels 
 

 

The Leach model for the 

neurophysiology of severe trauma as in 

concentration camps and war zones. 

This is seen in terms of depleted levels 

of dopamine, especially in the 

Dorsolateral PFC, Anterior Cingulate 

Cortex, and Nuclear Accumbens. 

This can lead to a crippling of our 

motivation and SEEING system. 

[based on Leach 2018] 

 

 Some of those who appeared to be far on the road to “psychogenic death” [Leach 2018 p 

20] could be pulled back and recover from their ‘give up state’ by various means, including: 

nurturing, reasoning, cajoling, ridiculing, physical intervention……..  “Two things seemed to save a 

man close to ‘apathy death’: getting him on his feet doing something, no matter how trivial, and 

getting him interested in some current or future problem”  [Leach 2018 p 19]. For some a ‘maternal 

approach’ worked, for others a more direct one – e.g. of cajoling.  A fundamental matter in recovery 

is one of: 

 
22 I am writing this section on 11th March 2022, at the time of increasing despair, despondency,  and outrage at the barbaric 

war being waged against the peoples of Ukraine. My brother Michael comments that is it not a sense of despair what 

Frankl warned against? Yes; on the other hand, despair that after all the sacrifices to overcome Hitler**, Europe is 

potentially on the brink of cataclysmic horrors yet to be unleashed. The sense of loss permeates our whole world.  

 

 **Prof  Joseph Rotblat, who was awarded the Nobel 

Peace Prize at the age of 86, once said: “Remember your 

common humanity, and forget the rest.” 
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i. beginning to feel that we are in some control (even if very slight23) of the 

situation and 

ii. the development of hope and with this motivation to change [op cit p 19]; and 

in some 

iii. a nurturing approach which will be mediated through CARE circuits, thus moving 

in the direction of the Ventral Vagal PSNS of feeling safe and social engagement, 

and thus as an antidote to the Dorsal Vagal pit of not feeling good enough / 

wishing to go into a cave and hide…..and giving up [Porges 2011; 2017].  

Figure 4.5B 
 

Dopamine levels related to Feeling 

in Control and wholesome 

motivation 
 

Feeling in control, or some control, 

and wholesome SEEKING, curiosity, 

interest, motivation and exercise 

are associated with increased 

Dopamine production – especially 

in the Dorso-lateral PFC and the 

Nuclear Accumbens 

 

 
 

As discussed above, increased dopamine levels in the key regions illustrated (Dorso Lateral 

Pre-Frontal Cortex, Anterior Cingulate Cortex, and Nuclear Accumbens), are associated with: feeling 

in some control; the activation of motivation, curiosity, a sense of purpose / meaning [Panksepp 

1998], and the development of skilful means to off-set our tendency when low to go into negative, 

downwardly spiralling, ruminations – as exemplified by the second arrow. 

 

 

  

 

 

 

4.6  Purpose and Well-Being Beyond Ourselves 

 

 As discussed above, loss of purpose can have devastating effects on our health and vitality.  

In general terms, Well-Being and human flourishing develop to the extent that we have a purpose 

outwith ourselves, that embraces the well-being of others – and our planet. Such perspectives are at 

the heart of more or less all spiritual traditions. 

 

 
23 This will include any skilful means that we have at our disposal. For some, this might be mindfulness 

meditation based on the Kabat-Zinn Stress Reduction Clinic model; for others, where possible, looking up at 

the night sky / moon; and for others a Partial Exercise [Schultz], Memory Exercise [de Rivera], or Three Minute 

Exercise [Segal et al 2002; 2013]. 
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        Love and compassion are emphasised at the heart of every spiritual tradition, and in 

meditation and mindfulness practices they play a central role, with techniques for the 

development of stable, unconditional, limitless love and compassion.  It is only through cultivating 

these qualities that we can really help people, as well as find a happiness which is inseparable 

from the happiness of others.  Happiness, like everything else, is an interdependent reality. 

 

          In meditation texts ‘love’ is described as ‘loving kindness’, which means the heartfelt wish 

for others to experience true happiness, and ‘compassion’ is the wish for others to be free from 

pain and suffering.  But there is a further step: we can develop a commitment to help others learn 

how to create the causes for future happiness and how to be free from the causes for future 

suffering. 
 

Gelong Thubten 2019 p 170 

 

 The causes of suffering often result as much or more from how our minds process our 

experience and life events, rather than the event itself.  This has been the teaching for millennia in 

many traditions – for example, the Sakyamuni Four Ennobling Truths and the Eight-Fold Path 

towards flourishing and well-being [e.g. Hanh 1998].  This is not to discount great developments in 

psychiatry, psychotherapy and counselling in the last 125 years or so; but to recognise the wisdom of 

ancient traditions.   Daniel Goleman has put this eloquently: 

 

          Back in the 1970s, travelling in India as a graduate student, I found myself 

studying Abhidharma, one of the most elegant examples of such an ancient psychology 

from Buddhism. I was stunned to discover that the basic questions of a science of mind 

had been explored for millennia, not just a mere century. Clinical psychology, my own 

field at the time, sought to help alleviate the varieties of emotional pain. But, to my 

surprise, I found that this millennia old system articulated a set of methods not just for 

healing mental suffering, but also for expanding such positive human capacities as 

compassion and empathy. Yet I had never heard of this psychology anywhere in my 

own studies. 

Goleman 2007; in Foreword to: 
Yongey Mingyur Rinpoche 2007 

 

 Children who are brought up in Southern Africa – or for that matter anywhere in the world, 

with an underlying philosophy of ubuntu, will from an early age be developing their CARE and 

nurturing circuits; and these become vital underpinnings for us developing compassion. The natural 

understanding of ubuntu in children in Africa growing up in a nurturing community is a great gift to 

these societies.  At the end of the day, if we are not grounded in a modus operandi larger than 

ourselves, we will, sooner or later, flounder. Worldly modalities such as fame and “success” are of 

dubious relevance to true Well-Being.  Returning to Frankl: 
 

          Don’t aim at success—the more you aim at it and make it a target, the more you are going 

to miss it. For success, like happiness, cannot be pursued; it must ensue, and it only does so as the 

unintended side-effect of one’s dedication to a cause greater than oneself or as the by-product of 

one’s surrender to a person other than oneself. Happiness must happen, and the same holds for 

success: you have to let it happen by not caring about it. I want you to listen to what your 

conscience commands you to do and go on to carry it out to the best of your knowledge. Then you 

will live to see that in the long run—in the long run, I say!—success will follow you precisely 

because you had forgotten to think of it. 

 Viktor E. Frankl, Man's Search for Meaning 
 

 

http://www.atdynamics.co.uk/
https://www.goodreads.com/work/quotes/3389674
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 Below is further specific evidence for the importance of us having a sense of purpose in life. 

Some of this is somewhat technical – and some may prefer to simply skip this section. 

 

Evidence for a sense of Purpose Fostering Flourishing reference 
 

“Purpose is an important component of influential scientific models of well-

being and is central to perspectives of human flourishing in the world’s 

contemplative and humanistic traditions (Ryff 2014; 5, and 89).” 

Dahl et al 2020 

From Abstract of Ryff 2014 
 

 “A take-home message is that increasing evidence supports the 

health protective features of psychological well-being in reducing risk 

for disease and promoting length of life. A recurrent and increasingly 

important theme is resilience – the capacity to maintain or regain 

well-being in the face of adversity…...” 

These health protective features include: 

 “aspects of positive functioning, such as purposeful engagement in 

life, realization of personal talents and capacities, and enlightened 

self-knowledge.” 

Ryff 2014 

5Ryff 2014 
89Lobel 2014 

 

“A strong sense of purpose is associated with improved health outcomes and 

behaviours, including  

o increased physical activity (133 Hooker 2016)  ,  

o decreased incidence of stroke (134 Kim 2013),  

o fewer cardiovascular events (135 Cohen 2016),  

o reduced risk of (premature) death (136 Alimujiang2019)  , 

o lower health care utilization (137 Musich et al 2018), and even better 

financial health (138).” 

Dahl et al 2020 

Bullet points added 

 

Musich et al 2018 abstract includes: 

 

“Purpose in life (PIL) is conceptualized as having goals, a sense of direction, and a 

feeling that there is meaning to present and past life. PIL has been associated with 

positive health outcomes among older adults, including fewer chronic conditions, less 

disability, and reduced mortality. The purpose of this study was to estimate the 

prevalence of PIL among AARP Medicare Supplement insureds……” 

 

“The strongest characteristics of medium and high PIL included social support, 

resilience, reliance on faith, high health literacy, and good health status. Individuals 

with medium and high PIL had significantly lower health care utilization and 

expenditures, increased preventive services compliance, and higher quality of life. PIL 

is strongly associated with improved mental and physical health outcomes among  

 

 

 

 

 

137Musich et al 

2018 

 

4.7  Evidence for a sense of Purpose Fostering Flourishing  
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Evidence for a sense of Purpose Fostering Flourishing continued  

 

older adults. Thus, interventions to improve and/or maintain higher levels of PIL over 

time may promote successful aging.” 

Musich et al 2018 

Social support is of course intimately related to Connectedness, one of the other vital 

skills to develop in addition to purpose and meaning. 

 

 

“Purpose and meaning in life shape our personal narratives (132 Adler 2015) and are 

associated with a range of outcomes related to psychological well-being and physical 

health.” 

Dahl et al 2020 

 

A note regarding “Personal narrative” from Dunlop 2010 

        In psychological research, the term personal narrative is quite often mentioned. 

The following may clarify the use of the term: 

o “Narrative identity is typically assessed by collecting participants’ 

autobiographical scenes and then coding these stories for themes including:  

a. redemption (negative beginning, positive ending). and 

b. contamination (positive beginning, negative ending).” 

Dunlop et al 2010;  

layout changed with a. and b. added 

We could almost say that this is like seeing a glass half full (redemption) or half empty 

(contamination). 

The essential point is that the view we take of our life and the world can have a big 

impact on our quality of life – including psychological and physical health. 

132Adler et al 

2015 

Dunlop et al 

2010 

 

Purpose is also central to healthy psychological functioning, including 

memory, executive function, and overall cognitive ability (139 Lewis 2017), and also 

psychological resilience across the life span (140 Feder et al 2009) 

Dahl et al 2020 

Key points of the Feder paper include: 
 

o Resilient individuals demonstrate adaptive psychological and 

physiological stress responses to acute stress, trauma or more chronic 

forms of adversity. 

o Resilience is an active process, not simply the absence of changes 

induced by stress. 

o Positive emotions and cognitive reappraisal promote adaptive coping 

strategies and resilience. 

Feder et al 2009 

Feder et al 2009 

 

Emotion and threat-related circuitry. The protective role of purpose also 

extends to emotional stress. A recent study from our laboratory 

demonstrated that higher purpose in life was associated with better 

emotional recovery two years later….153 

Dahl et al 2020 

153Schaefer et al 

2013 
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Evidence for a sense of Purpose Fostering Flourishing continued  

Higher levels of purpose are also associated with less emotional reactivity to 

negative stimuli and more effective brain-related emotion regulation154 

Dahl et al 2020 

154van Reekum 

C.M. et al 2007 

 

     Purpose and meaning in life shape our personal narratives 132 and are 

associated with a range of outcomes related to psychological well-being and 

physical health. 

Dahl et al 2020 

Adler et al 2012 

 

Finally, the following abstract form Schaefer et al 2012 is apposite: 

Abstract 

 Purpose in life predicts both health and longevity suggesting that the ability 

to find meaning from life’s experiences, especially when confronting life’s 

challenges, may be a mechanism underlying resilience. Having purpose in life 

may motivate reframing stressful situations to deal with them more 

productively, thereby facilitating recovery from stress and trauma. In turn, 

enhanced ability to recover from negative events may allow a person to 

achieve or maintain a feeling of greater purpose in life over time. In a large 

sample of adults (aged 36-84 years) from the MIDUS study (Midlife in the 

U.S., http://www.midus.wisc.edu/), we tested whether purpose in life was 

associated with better emotional recovery following exposure to negative 

picture stimuli …….. 

These data suggest a proximal mechanism by which purpose in life may afford 

protection from negative events and confer resilience is through enhanced 

automatic emotion regulation after negative emotional provocation. [p1] 

 

***   ***   *** 

 

Our findings suggest that higher levels of self-reported purpose in life predict 

a person’s future ability to recover from exposure to negative stimuli. Persons 

with higher purpose in life showed a facilitated recovery with smaller eyeblink 

startle responses after negative stimuli offset, suggesting a healthier overall 

emotional time course. [p 8] 

 Schaefer et al 2013 

 

Schaefer et al 

2013 

  

 

 

 

 

4.8 Postscript on Purpose 

 

A compassionate and caring world can only come about as we collectively begin to realise 

the inter-relatedness of all things [Capra & Luisi 2014]; that is, the true nature of Inter-Being and 

Ubuntu.  Towards this aspiration, I have found it helpful, following the teaching of Gelong Thubten, 

to quite frequently at the beginning and / or end of a meditation / AT sequence, bring to mind the 

intent and motivation for on-going practice. 

 

 

http://www.atdynamics.co.uk/
http://www.midus.wisc.edu/
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          In practical terms, when you do even a short session of meditation, it is good to actively 

create a compassionate intention24.... through spending a few moments mentally establishing the  

motivation for your meditation……. You can think, “I am doing this practice 

not only for myself, but also for others. Through this training, may I 

eventually be able to help others, in the deepest way possible.” Creating this 

aspiration through your thinking is incredibly powerful, as it sets the tone for 

the meditation, connects you with a deeper reason for meditating and 

invests its power in the most beneficial way. It gives you a plan, a purpose, 

transforming helpless feelings of empathy into the dynamic path of 

compassion training. This is reflected in the research findings which showed   
an activation of intention in the brain’s motor cortex…… So we are not left simply feeling sorry for 

people, but instead we are training for sustainable and meaningful action. 

Gelong Thubten 2019 pp 173-174 
Image of Gelong from  YouTube Talk:  

The Power of Forgiveness: Gelong Thubten 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=kzWUiGkHCVI  

 

The relevance of activation of the motor cortex is that this is the area of the brain that 

controls movement. So if I have the intent to give someone a plum, then it is the motor cortex that is 

activated to send the neural signals to the muscle of my hand and arm to pick it up and give it to the 

person.  

 

 

***   ***   *** 

 

 

  

 
24 There are specific exercises that help us to develop Compassion. See, for example F10 on this website: 

“Constructive Feeling Meditation on  Compassion” – based on an approach by Akong Rinpoche. Autogenic 

Training, as a form of meditation, helps develop wholesome social engagement circuits [Porges 2011] and 

activation of our CARE circuits; while specific meditation on compassion can, by skilful means, further develop 

our nurturing and compassion qualities.   

http://www.atdynamics.co.uk/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=kzWUiGkHCVI
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Part V 

5.1 Epilogue  Part A  

Some reflections on avoidable and unavoidable suffering 

 

 We have discussed four key areas of Well-Being in this paper, as outlined by Richard 

Davidson in his lecture at the UNESCO Mahatma Gandhi Institute of Education in Delhi [26th December 

2018]. There are of course other perspectives on this matter. (See for example The Four Constituents 

of Well-Being [Davidson 2016 YT], which include Generosity25, another well researched dimension of 

Positive Psychology.)  

 There are many approaches to promoting well-being such as Positive Psychology 

[Fredrickson  2009]; Logotherapy [Frankl e.g. 1946 ]; Mindfulness and Meditative approaches [Kabat-

Zinn 2004], Autogenic Training and Buddhist Psychology [e.g. Hanh 1998; Thubten 2019-A; Thubten 

2019-YT]. 

Suffering is part of the human condition, yet some of our suffering comes as a result of the 

negative ruminations that we produce in our minds if and when we are not mindful – that is to say, 

some of this suffering results from the unconscious Second Arrow that we inflict upon ourselves. 
 

 Victor Frankl makes a distinction between suffering and un-avoidable suffering. Suffering 

caused by the second arrow can be addressed directly through meditation and mindful practices.  

The suffering in concentration camps was un-avoidable, yet even here a positive outlook, and being 

in the present moment, could help the prisoner to survive [Frankl 1946].  See also section 4.1 and 4.5 

above.  

         We must never forget that we may also find meaning in life even when confronted 

with a hopeless situation, when facing a fate that cannot be changed. For what then 

matters is to bear witness to the uniquely human potential at its best, which is to 

transform a personal tragedy into a triumph, to turn one’s predicament into a human 

achievement. When we are no longer able to change a situation –  just think of an 

incurable disease such as inoperable cancer –  we are challenged to change ourselves. 

Frankl 1946 p 135 

 

 In the context of the impermanent nature of life – Frankl gives a moving account to how he 

helped a man whose wife had died. 
 

         …….. Let me cite a clear example: once, an elderly general practitioner consulted me 

because of his severe depression. He could not overcome the loss of his wife who had 

died two years before and whom he had loved above all else. Now, how could I help him? 

What should I tell him? Well, I refrained from telling him anything but instead confronted 

him with the question,  

o “What would have happened, doctor, if you had died first, and your wife would 

have had to survive you?” 

o “Oh”, he said, “for her this would have been terrible; how she would have 

suffered!” 
 

           I replied, “You see, doctor, such a suffering has been spared her, and it was you who 

have spared her this suffering –  to be sure, at the price that now you have to survive and 

mourn her. “  
 

          He said no word but shook my hand and calmly left my office. In some way, suffering 

ceases to be suffering at the moment it finds a meaning such as the meaning of a sacrifice. 

Frankl 1946 p 135 

 
25 Generosity: see glossary of D 11 on web: Sukha: Paths of Well-Being, PSNS Afferents, and Inner Warmth: 

from Duhkha to Sukha [Ross 2017]. 
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 Finding meaning in unavoidable suffering can be crucial for our well-being. About ten years 

ago, when Maggie my dear wife had severe and advancing dementia, I was having difficulty in 

coming to terms with this, and for several months consulted a wonderful therapist.  I think what 

most changed my perspective was the realisation that such situations are part of our human 

condition. Millions upon millions of human beings over many millennia have had to face the 

suffering of a beloved who has a terrible or terminal condition. So in this sense I began to see that I 

was simply one of these many millions – and that enabled me to see my role in this wider context – 

and that when we find ourselves in such a situation, our response can become that of countless 

others who have shown compassion and care and nurturing for the ill. 

 

It can happen that we have the great good fortune to escape from what is  generally  

“unavoidable suffering” – such as slavery caused by the Slave Trade. This morning I heard on the 

radio a wonderful account of an African-American Woman Slave by the name of Harriet Tubman. 

She had escaped from slavery in the south of the U.S.A., to live in the north where she could be free.  

However, she did not simply spend the rest of her life in freedom. Rather, she returned again and 

again to the south to help others escape from the terrible conditions of slavery there.  Such work 

was designated at the time as the “Underground Railroad”. 

 

 

            “…..This was not a literal railroad with stations, tickets, and locomotives. Rather the 

Underground Railroad was a term to describe a vast network of abolitionists, emancipated 

slaves, safe houses, and people couriers. All of this to provide protected passage for 

enslaved people running away from captivity, to help navigate harsh territory, and find free 

states and cities in the north……… she used her freedom, at great risk, to create freedom for 

others. 

Rev Azariah France-Williams and Prayer for the Day 28-XII-2021 

BBC Radio 4 05.43:  BBC Radio 4 – Prayer for the Day, 28/12/2021 

 

  

Through these extra-ordinary trips, Harriet Tubman found a far deeper meaning for her life, 

showing the great compassion she had for others – and in this sense she gained a new freedom of 

spirit through helping others.. 

 

***   ***   *** 

 

 

5.2 Epilogue Part B 

Four Basic Skills reframed with further connections 

 

 This paper has focused on the four key areas for our Well-Being researched by Davidson and 

others [e.g. Davidson 2018] in recent decades. These are: 

o Attention 

o Connection 

o Insight  

o Purpose 

 

http://www.atdynamics.co.uk/
https://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/m0012sdw
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These are all linked to wholesome positive emotions, which act as antidotes to negative 

mind states and disturbed Autonomic Nervous System function26. 

 

Well-being has been found to be elevated when individuals are better able to sustain 

positive emotion; recover more quickly from negative experiences; engage in empathic and 

altruistic acts; and express high levels of mindfulness. In each case, a growing body of 

evidence is pointing towards the importance of these four constituents to well-being. 

Davidson 2015 p 101  
 

 

  

 The four skills discussed in this paper were  illustrated in the preamble (page 1), and are 

illustrated schematically below in an expanded format. 

 

 
Figure 5.2:  Four Skills that Facilitate Well-Being and Flourishing  

 
 

Comments on Figure 5.2 

           It will be seen that here Connectedness is at the top, to emphasise the centrality of 

connectedness to Well-Being; starting with our intra-uterine experience of feeling connected (or 

otherwise) to our mother, through the phase of mother-infant, and father bonding, and on to our 

connections with others and ourselves. 
 

           Well-Being is of course inter-related to many other dynamics, including, for example:  

o A sense of Wonder  / Awe [Dickerson et al 2014; Stellar et al 2015],  

o Gratitude [Korb 2015; Ross 2021A:  A-13 pp 25-30], and  

o Inter-Being [Hanh 2012 pp 55-58], crucial when it comes to our response 

to, for example, climate change. 

           Inter-Being as a concept is fundamentally related to a sense of connectedness [Capra & Luisi 

2014] , through which compassion and a wholesome moral compass can develop [Kumar 2008].  

 

 

 
26 E.g.  Spinoza 1677;  Damasio 2003; Panksepp 1998; Porges 2011 
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5.3 Epilogue Part C 

Research, Compassion, Connectedness and Inter-Being 

 

 Davidson’s research and that of many others during recent decades have indicated that we 

can develop our skills in attributes such as care, nurturing, and compassion through attention and 

meditative / reflective and awareness building practices (Sewell 2020].  

 Lack of awareness of the significance of our connectedness with nature and Mother Earth 

over recent decades has led us collectively to the present climate crisis. Yet the work and focus on 

well-being research and practice throughout the world, and the increasing realisation and 

reassessment of ancient spiritual wisdom and practices [e.g. Kumar 2007], has the potential to 

transform our human societies and Mother Earth. This also requires to be seen in the context of the 

fragility and impermanence of all things. 

 

 During a summer evening in August 2021 I had completed an Autogenic sequence and was 

looking out at the weeping birch tree in the garden: 

 

 

 

 

 Figure 5.3 

Wonder, Inter-Being, and Impermanence 

 

 

 

 It came to me that the tree is fundamentally grounded in Mother Earth, the source of all life 

on earth (with the help of the sun and moon and all phenomena since the origins of our cosmos). So 

the tree naturally has a sense of Inter-Being27 [Hanh 2012; 2017].  These reflections came as a gift 

from the beyond  – helped by the Autogenics 3.0 format, in which we finish with the breathing 

sequence, where for some years I have adopted Sue Mclellan’s variation with the phrase:  

 

 

 

 

 

 
27 Also see F9 on this website:  Meditation on Constructive Feelings Series: Inter-Being 

 ‘Life Breathes Me’ 

http://www.atdynamics.co.uk/
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 With this phrase in my being, I realise the wisdom of the weeping birch. Without the “life” 

of the atmosphere and her sacred oxygen, without the sun and clouds, without the great forests of 

the world and oceanic plankton28, we and the birch and all things could not be. Besides these 

matters, political machinations are an indication that the skills discussed in this paper have been 

ignored / overruled.   In this context,  the words of Joseph Rotblat become increasingly relevant each 

day, each year. 

 We are full of non-self elements and Inter-Being alluded to above.  Every moment in our 

lives is a unique moment; the birch, the dove, and the sky will never be quite the same again. 

 

 

Ian Ross 

52 Hopetoun Terrace, 

Gullane, 

East Lothian, 

EH31 2DD 

 

22nd May, 2022 

ross425@btinternet.com  

  

 
28 “Scientists estimate that 50-80% of the oxygen production on Earth comes from the ocean. The majority 

of this production is from oceanic plankton — drifting plants, algae, and some bacteria that can 

photosynthesize [Source:  How much oxygen comes from the ocean? (noaa.gov)]. 

http://www.atdynamics.co.uk/
mailto:ross425@btinternet.com
https://oceanservice.noaa.gov/facts/plankton.html
https://oceanservice.noaa.gov/facts/ocean-oxygen.html
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6. Thematically related articles on website   

This is the second of a series of three interlinked articles, as indicate below: 

  Date  

on web 

B 25 Themes of Neuroscience relevant to Well-Being 2022 

B 26 Well-Being and Flourishing as a Skill we can Develop 2022 

B 27 Three Key Types of Meditation and their varying and specific effects on Well-Being Autumn 

2022 

 

Other thematically related articles in the website series include: 

A13 Expressive Autogenic Resilience Training Exercise Series C 2021 

B 5 Emotions, Frontal Lobe Dynamics, and Autogenic Training in the context of autonomic 

afferent lateralisation (2014) 

2014 

B 12 Affect Labelling, Autogenic Training, and reducing Emotional Distress 2011 

B 15 Towards a Growth Mindset Based on the work of Dr Carol S. Dweck 2014 

B 17 Windows of Affective Tolerance: Reflections on Childhood Distress, Procedural Learned 

Tendencies, and the Therapeutic Dyad in the context of Primary Process Emotions and 

the Polyvagal Theory [based on Ogden 2006 / 2009] 

2014 

B 18 The Space to Choose – reflections on the gap between the stimulus and the response( 

after Frankl) 

2014 

B 19 Reflections on a Secure Base (2017) 2017 

B 20 Separation Distress and Well-Being – Neuro-physiological reflections on developing a Secure Base (2018) 2018 

B 22 A playfully sympathetic approach to the Polyvagal Theory: An introduction to the 

concepts of Flourishing Autogenically  

2021 

B 24   Autogenic Switches and Well-Being.  

This deals with some of the underlying dynamics that can facilitated balance 

and harmony in those regularly practising Autogenic Training (this article) 

2020 

B 25 Themes of Neuroscience relevant to Well-Being 2022 

B 26 Well-Being and Flourishing as a Skill we can Develop 2022 

B 27 Three Key Types of Meditation and their varying and specific effects on Well-Being 

(after Ricard, Lutz, and Davidson) 

Autumn 

2022 

C 2 Mindsight – our seventh sense and associated pre-frontal cortex function [based on 

Siegel 2010] 

2011 

D 11 Sukha: Paths of Well-Being, PSNS Afferents, and Inner Warmth: from Duhkha to Sukha 

 

2017 

F 9 Inter-Being Part I (Meditation on Constructive Feelings Series) Summer 

2022 

F 10 Constructive Feeling Meditation on  Compassion (after Akong Rinpoche) Autumn 

2022 

F 11 Inter-Being Part II (Meditation on Constructive Feelings Series) Autumn 

2022 

 

7. Glossary / 
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7. Glossary  

Abhidharma I 

 

Extract from 

Encyclopaedia of 

Buddhism 

“Abhidharma (Skt.; Pal. Abhidhamma; Tib. ཆོས་མངོན་པ་, མངོན་པ་, chö ngönpa, Wyl. chos 

mngon pa) — refers to a set of texts developed by the early Buddhist schools and 

the system of thought that is presented in those texts. The Abhidharma texts define 

many of the topics mentioned in the Buddha’s teachings (sutras), and arrange them 

into classifications, such as the five skandhas, ………, and so on, thereby providing 

tools for generating a precise understanding of all experience.” 

From: Abhidharma - Encyclopedia of Buddhism  

Abhidharma II 

 

Extract for Wikipedia 

 

 

 

Modern scholarship 

“Modern scholars generally believe that the canonical Abhidharma texts emerged 

after the time of the Buddha, in around the 3rd century BCE. Therefore, the 

canonical Abhidharma works are generally claimed by scholars not to represent the 

words of the Buddha himself, but those of later Buddhists.[3] Peter Skilling 

describes the Abhidharma literature as "the end-product of several centuries of 

intellectual endeavour."[6]: 29 .” 

From: Abhidharma - Wikipedia 

Affective Stickiness 

(Afflictive Stickiness) 

Affective Stickiness is the term Davidson uses to denote our tendency to dwell on 

distressing / negative events – and not let go of them [Davidson 2015].  This can 

result in distressing and unwholesome ruminations, ill-being, and reduced resilience 

(see Figure 3.3B]. 

Of course, not all affects are unwholesome. For this reason, I find the term Afflictive 

Stickiness more pertinent – and it will be seen that in this article the two terms are 

used more or less interchangeably. 

We can also reframe Afflictive Stickiness in terms of the Second Arrow, which can 

lead to “Lingering Resentment” [Davidson & Schuyler 2015 p 89]. 

See also: Section 2.4AS Afflictive States above. 

 

Akong Tulku Rinpoch 

1940-2013 

Akong Tulku Rinpoche was born in 1940, in Eastern Tibet.  As a teenager he was 

elected to take control of a monastery; in 1959 he and a small group, including his 

brother, escaped from Tibet when the Chinese took over (recounted by his brother, 

Lama Yeshe Losal Rinpoche 2020 in “From a Mountain in Tibet – A Monk’s 

Journey”). He subsequently came to Britain, and was responsible for the creation of 

the Tibetan Buddhist centre Samye Ling in Southern Scotland. 

See also: Akong Tulku Rinpoche: 1994 Taming The Tiger.  

Compassion I 

 

CED: Collins English 

Dictionary 

The Collins English Dictionary states: “A feeling of distress and pity for the suffering 

or misfortune of another, often including the desire to alleviate it.” CED1994 p 345. 

 

In Buddhist psychology it is has two vital components: 

i. The ability to understand and “feel” the other’s  (or others’) suffering 

(facilitated my mirror neurones);  

ii. Associated with the express wish, intention and action to reduce their 

suffering. 

In order to do this, a prerequisite is to develop compassion for ourselves, including 

in particular our “hurt inner child”. 

Karuna (Sanskrit and Pali) was the original Buddhist term, often translated as 

compassion [Hanh 1998 p 169]. 

“Karuna is usual translated as ‘compassion,’ but this is not exactly correct. 

‘Compassion’ is composed of com (‘together with’) and passion  (‘to suffer’). But we 

do not need to suffer to remove the suffering from another person. Doctors, for 

instance, can relieve their patients’ suffering without experiencing the same 

disease* in themselves” [Hanh 1998 p 172].  
 

* to which we can include “dis-ease.” 

Compassion II /  

http://www.atdynamics.co.uk/
https://encyclopediaofbuddhism.org/wiki/Wyl.
https://encyclopediaofbuddhism.org/wiki/Early_Buddhist_schools
https://encyclopediaofbuddhism.org/wiki/Sutra
https://encyclopediaofbuddhism.org/wiki/Five_skandhas
https://encyclopediaofbuddhism.org/wiki/Abhidharma
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Abhidharma
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Glossary continued 

Compassion II Neuro-physiologically, compassion is associated “with activity in regions of the 

reward network, such as the medial orbito-frontal cortex and ventral striatum”  

[Dahl et al 2020; Singer & Klimecki 2014]. 

Davidson emphasises that compassion results in neuro-circuit activation equivalent 

to motor action….. in other words, actually doing something about the suffering; 

this is mediated specifically through the ventral striatum [Davidson 2022MLI].  

Empathy does not involve such activity behaviour [Davidson op cit.] 

Compassion III Developing Compassion is a skill that can be acquired. Within the Buddhist 

Meditative Tradition, specific compassion training exercises have been described 

and practised for millennia.  To become effective, this and meditative practices in 

general are to be practised with wholesome intent and discipline. 

An athlete does not get to the top levels of fitness by frequently missing training 

sessions. 

See also on web:  F10: Constructive Feeling Meditation on  Compassion  

[after Akong Rinpoche 1994]. 

Default Mode Network 

 

Based on Utevsky et al 

2014 

 

There are many networks in the brain, and recently much focus has been on one of 

these: the Default Mode Network.  Utevsky et al state: 

o “The human brain at rest, when mind-wandering and ruminating, shows 

distinct and reliable patterns of connectivity among widely separated brain 

regions….. 

o “One network that has been of particular interest is the default-mode 

network (DMN), comprising the posterior cingulate cortex (PCC) and 

precuneus, medial prefrontal cortex, and bilateral temporoparietal 

junction. 

Utevsky et al 2014 

 

The DMN is wonderful to the extent that we all need to rest – and allow our minds 

to wander – say when walking in town or in the country; and this can lead to 

creativity and new insights [cf Ross 2010E4 and “Trance Like States” – pp 97-136] . 

However, it can be disastrous for our health when it leads to distressing and 

downwardly spiralling ruminations (ruinations)– resulting in Afflictive 

Stickiness. 

Dopamine 

Abbreviation DA 

 

 

Dopamine (DA) is an abbreviation for 3,4-dihydroxyphenethylamine, a 

crucial neurotransmitter in the brain. There are several dopamine neural 

pathways in the brain, and one of these is specifically related to the 

motivational component of reward-motivated behavior.             

                                                              https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Dopamine 
 

Panksepp specifically links one of the crucial functions of DA to the SEEKING 

system [Panksepp 1998 pp 144 -163], and with our general motivation and 

curiosity. Referring to the SEEKING system Panksepp says: 
 

This harmoniously operating neuro emotional system drives and 

energises many mental complexities that humans experience as 

persistent feelings of interest, curiosity, sensation seeking, and, 

in the presence of a sufficiently complex cortex, the search for 

higher meaning. 

Panksepp 1998 p 145 
 

As discussed in Section 4, dopamine levels are significantly reduced in 

situations of severe stress – such as in concentration camps [Frankl 1946] 

and war – especially when feeling trapped with no (safe) escape. 
 

Empathy /  

http://www.atdynamics.co.uk/
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Dopamine
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Glossary continued 

Empathy 

 

See also Compassion II. 

Compassion embraces 

action, or the idea of 

action, to relieve 

suffering [Davidson 

2022 MNI] 

o “The power of understanding and imaginatively entering into another 

person’s feelings.”  

o   “Empatheia (Greek): affection, passion, intended as a rendering of 

German Einfühlung, literally: a feeling in.” [CED 1994 p 537] 
 

Empathy is the entering of (our) awareness of the suffering of another being. In 

itself this is positive. Yet it can also be very draining, and lead to empathic fatigue – 

and potentially Empathic Burn Out.  Carers, and those in the caring profession, may 

be particularly prone to empathic burn out.  

Empathic Distress 

(Empathic burn out)  

 

Reference: Singer &  

Klimecki 2014 

Singer and Klimecki make a clear distinction between empathy and what we can 

describe as empathic burn out. 

o “Empathy makes it possible to resonate with others. Positive and negative 

feelings alike –  we can thus feel happy when we vicariously share the joy 

of others, and we can share the experience of suffering when we 

empathize with someone in pain.   

o “Importantly, in empathy one feels with someone, but one does not 

confuse oneself with the other; that is one still knows that the emotion 

one resonates with is the emotion of the other. 

o “If this self-other distinction is not present, we speak of emotion 

contagion, a precursor of empathy that is already present in babies” [ 

Singer &  Klimecki 2014]. 

Empathic distress may arise with such emotion contagion, and thus lead to 

empathic burn out. 

Eudaimonia Goleman and Davidson regard Eudaimonia as the potential in all of us to flourish, 

and relate it back to Aristotle.  

I have found the entry in Wikipedia helpful to clarify the matter further. 

 “Eudaimonia (Greek: εὐδαιμονία [eu̯daim̯oníaː]; sometimes anglicized as 
eudaemonia or eudemonia, /juːdɪˈmoʊniə/) is a Greek word literally 

translating to the state or condition of ‘good spirit’, and which is commonly 

translated as ‘happiness’ or ‘welfare’. 

 “Eudaimonia implies a positive and divine state of being that humanity is 

able to strive toward and possibly reach. A literal view 

of eudaimonia means achieving a state of being similar to benevolent deity, 

or being protected and looked after by a benevolent deity. As this would be 

considered the most positive state to be in, the word is often translated as 

‘happiness’ although incorporating the divine nature of the word extends 

the meaning to also include the concepts of being fortunate, or blessed.” 

  “The good composed of all goods; an ability which suffices for living well; 

perfection in respect of virtue; resources sufficient for a living creature.” 

 

Extracts from https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Eudaimonia  

Aristotle [384 – 323]  wrote extensively on ethics [Aristotle Nicomachean Ethics , 

including: 

a) Eudemian Ethics 

b) The Nichomachean Ethics [Aristotle circa 340 BPE / 1955/1976 translation ; 

Introduction p 13] 

Each age has the response-ability to transform ancient vital concepts into relevant 

vibrant forms; this, it seems to me, is exactly what Goleman and Davidson have 

done in using the term flourish or flourishing for Eudaimonia. 

Executive Function of 

Brain / 

 

http://www.atdynamics.co.uk/
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Eudaimonia
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Glossary continued 

Executive Function of 

Brain 

“These include:  

1. Situations that involve planning or decision making 

2. Situations that involve error correction or trouble shooting 

3. Situations where responses are not well-rehearsed or contain novel 

sequences of actions 

4. Dangerous or technically difficult situations 

5. Situations that require overcoming strong habitual response or re-

sisting temptation.” 

McCalla,  Angie c 2021  
Executive Functioning – Where is it Controlled and How Does it Develop? / Remediation 

Techniques for Deficits and Dysfunction – Rainbow Rehabilitation 

Flourishing  A dynamic term for Well-Being. 

As indicated in the Eudaimonia entry above,  Goleman and Davidson describe  

Eudaimonia as the potential in all of us to flourish (and at the same time relating 

this back to Aristotle).   

This perspective has also been one of the key aspects of the more recent 

“Positive Psychology” [Seligman 2011].  

Meditative approaches can help us to flourish [Dahl et al 2020]. 

See also Gaffney 2011; Fredrickson 2009]. 

Generosity 

 

Adapted from D11 

Sukha: Paths of Well-

Being, PSNS Afferents, 

and Inner Warmth: 

from Duhkha to Sukha 

 

and D2 Dana Paramita 

on website 

If we have a lot of money, and give a lot of it away, we are not necessarily being 

generous.  Generosity comes from the heart.  If someone is in distress, or needs 

our help, and we give of our time and True Presence, that is being generous. 

Generosity in this sense is associated with Jen and what Shunryu Suzuki calls 

“big I”.  This is in contrast to “small I” in which we believe that it is us – that is, 

the feeling of “me, me, me” that is being generous.  ” [Suzuki 1970 pp 65-71].  

Actually, all creation, all positive endeavours, have their source beyond us, 

which some call Dao.  A caring loving mother is a wonderful manifestation of 

generosity: yet without the oxytocin circuits her CARE [Panksepp 1998] and 

nurturing dissolves. 

          We also need to be generous to ourselves, in the sense of giving time to 

be authentic and so truly ourselves.  Regular daily practice of Mindfulness or 

Autogenic Training helps us to be truly ourselves: and if we are truly ourselves 

what we give in terms of time and attention to others will become a great gift, 

being grounded in Jen. 

 

Growth Mindset /  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

http://www.atdynamics.co.uk/
https://www.rainbowrehab.com/executive-functioning/
https://www.rainbowrehab.com/executive-functioning/


 

 

 

61                       
 2022 Ian R.F. Ross    

www.atdynamics.co.uk  

 

Neuro-science and related matters 

Well-Being and Flourishing as a Skill we can Develop 

Based on the work of Richard Davidson et al 

 

 2022   B 26 

 

Glossary continued 

Growth Mindset Imported from D 11 on website: 

 Sukha: Paths of Well-Being, PSNS Afferents, and Inner Warmth: from 

Duhkha to Sukha 
  

A term developed by Carol Dweck [Dweck 2006] implying that basically, whoever we are, we can 

develop, learn, and expand our potential. In this mind-state, we do not mind getting something wrong, as 

we can see the bigger picture and see that we can learn from any error – and so we are in a win win 

situation. This is in contrast to a Fixed Mindset in which, for fear of being wrong, we do not ask 

questions, and we assume that intelligence is innate and cannot be developed.  By not asking questions, 

we remain in a Fixed Mindset.  A summary of some of the distinguishing features of these two mindsets, 

starting with ideas based on the Growth Mindset, is given on the next page. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Habit Energy 

 

Extracted from 

Glossary of D 11 on 

website 

 

See also Hanh 1998;  

e.g. pp 24-25; 45-48; 

61-62; 

Habit Energies can 

be neutral, negative, 

or positive 

As we grow up, we take on certain patterns of behaviour and attitudes 

from, for example: our parents, teachers, and ancestors. Some of these may 

be helpful, some may be neutral, and others may be dysfunctional. In 

Buddhist psychology, these are termed Habit Energies, and overlap with 

Procedural Learned Tendencies [Ogden 2009] and Complexes [Jung].  

In the context of habit energies, the image is sometimes given of a man on a 

horse; the man does not know where he is going because the horse has a 

will of her / his own.  The horse in this context is our habit energy [Hanh 

1998 pp 24-25].  Habit energies can influence us at an unconscious level and 

so lead to volitional actions that may later perplex us – that is, we can be 

driven by these unconscious forces. 

 
 

1. Intelligence is not fixed. 

2. Brain connections can grow throughout our entire life – they are like muscles in that they grow 

with appropriate use. 

3. As we learn, the neuronal connections in the brain grow and get stronger. 

4. Short term memory does not automatically become long-term understanding and knowledge. 

• Connections in the brain depend upon on-going repetition and practice to become 

established.  It is this repetition and practice that allows long-term memory – and 

deep understanding – to develop.  Physical Exercise facilitates in establishing these 

neuro-memory connections (Cotman 2007). 

5. Success depends far more on effort and practice than on inborn-talent. 

6. We all have far greater potential than was previously thought possible. 

7. Our attitudes to mistakes and errors: 

• Fixed Mindset:  embarrassment, shame, giving up, feeling useless. 

• Growth Mindset: “Let’s see where we went wrong – and learn from it.”  [As Pro-

fessor G.J. Romanes used to say in the 1960s to his (Edinburgh) anatomy medical 

students: “The only stupid question is the one you don’t ask”.] 

8. Our attitude to Challenges: 

•   Fixed Mindset: “I can’t risk failing so I won’t try” [“Failure will make me look stu-

pid.”] 

•   Growth Mindset: “Life is full of challenges; I can only improve by embracing them.” 

[“If I look stupid, that is not what matters: what matters is that I learn from this.”] 

9. Be suspicious of praise:  we are often our own best assessors – enjoy the feeling when you see 

when and how you improve. 
 

http://www.atdynamics.co.uk/
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Habit Energy continued Complexes, in the Jungian sense, are forms of habit energies.  These can be 

passed down to us by our ancestors, and in turn we can pass down habit 

energies to our offspring.  These may manifest in terms of Procedural 

Learned Tendencies [Ogden 2009].  Negative habit energies can very easily 

be transmitted to our children, starting when the baby is in the womb.  

Hanh suggests pre-marriage classes to reduce such negative transmission.   

Happiness  Tibetan and other Buddhists often use the term Happiness. This word can be 

problematic for some – and I prefer to use the term “Well-Being”. 

o The pursuit of happiness is problematic for various reasons, including that 

of itself it does not imply any ethical grounding. 

o What if our /my  happiness is at the expense of others? 

See glossary of B24: Autogenic Switches and Well-Being for further details. 

Inter-Being  A term coined by Thich Nhat Hanh [Hanh 1998 e.g., pp 24-27; 2012 pp 55-

61] 

 ‘ “Interbeing” is a word that is not in the dictionary yet, but if we 

combine the prefix “inter” with the verb “to be”, we have a new 

verb, “inter-be”. If we look into this sheet of paper even more 

deeply, we can see the sunshine in it. If the sunshine is not there, 

the forest cannot grow. In fact, nothing can grow. And so, we know 

that the sunshine is also in this sheet of paper. The paper and the 

sunshine inter-are.’ 

Hanh 2012 pp 55-56 
 

In the same way as the sheet of paper, if we look deeply into each human 

being, we see that our existence and being is interdependent and inter-

related to everything: the cosmos, our sun, the moon, mother earth, our 

ancestors, the clouds, the air, and ground of our being.  

o The concept of inter-being is fundamental to Buddhist psychology.  
 

The realisation of the inter-relatedness of all things acts as an 

anti-dote to the negative / toxic mind states. A modern realisation of inter-

being can be found in the Systems view of life [Capra & Luisi 2016]. 
 

Jen In ancient China, there was a quality that was considered higher than any 

other; it was not, for example, courage, or beauty, or perseverance.  It was 

Jen. 

This quality was known as Jen, which can perhaps best be  

translated as human-heartedness (Watts 1995; page 25). 
 

We can get more in touch with the sacred and human-heartedness within 

each of us by mental training which facilitates our CARE / nurturing circuits 

[Panksepp 1998], and activates our positive emotions through the increased 

activity of our Ventral Vagal para-sympathetic nervous system afferents 

[Porges 2011].  

Loving Kindness 

 

 

These themes are 

planned to be 

developed further in B 

27 on the website. 

A term used by Sharon Salzberg that embraces the Pali word “metta” which 

is sometimes translated as ‘love” [Salzberg 1995]. Metta is one of the “Four 

Immeasurable Minds” that are: 

 Metta (Pali); Maitri (Sanskrit): Love or loving kindness 

 Karuna (Pali and Sanskrit):  Compassion 

 Mudita (Pali and Sanskrit):  Joy 

 Upekka (Pali); Upeksha (Sanskrit):  Equanimity 

Hanh 1998 p 169 

 

http://www.atdynamics.co.uk/
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Loving Kindness 

Continued  

Regarding Metta / Maitri, Hanh says:   

   Maitri can be translate as “love” or “loving kindness.” 

Some Buddhist teachers prefer “loving kindness”, as they 

find the word love too dangerous. But I prefer love”.  Words 

sometimes get sick and we have to heal them. We have 

been using the word “love” to mean appetite or desire, as in 

‘I love hamburgers.”  We have to use language more 

carefully.  ‘Love’ is a beautiful word; we have to restore its 

meaning.  The word “maitri” has roots in the word mitra, 

which means friend. In Buddhism, the primary meaning of 

love is friendship. 

Hanh 1998 pp 171-172 

 

Friendship is fundamentally about connection. 

Lingering 

Resentment 

A term used by Davidson and Schuyler 2015 that is associated with Affective 

Stickiness [Davidson & Schuyler 2015].  Lingering Resentment can be 

associated with feelings of hatred and ill-will towards others, and acts as a 

hindrance to recover from stressors.  Negative and downwardly spiralling 

ruminations may at times have more than a little lingering resentment. 

Medial Orbito-frontal 

cortex 

“The orbitofrontal cortex (OFC) is a prefrontal cortex region in the frontal lobes 

of the brain which is involved in the cognitive process of decision-making.” 

o “The OFC is considered anatomically synonymous with the 

ventromedial prefrontal cortex” 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Orbitofrontal_cortex 
 

Regarding specifically the medial orbito frontal cortex, Gourley et al state: 
 

“An essential component of goal-directed decision-making is the ability to 

maintain flexible responding based on the value of a given reward, or 

‘reinforcer.’ The medial orbitofrontal cortex (mOFC), a subregion of the 

ventromedial prefrontal cortex, is uniquely positioned to regulate this process.” 

Gourley et a 2016  
 

Note also that Siegel relates Nine Key Areas of Well-Being to the Middle 

Prefrontal Cortex area [Siegel 2007 pp 341-345];  see also C2 on Website:  

o Mindsight – our seventh sense and associated (Nine) pre-frontal cortex 

functions 

  

Mental Formations 

 

Citta (Pali) and 

sankhara (Pali) in 

Keown 2003 

Mental Formation is a translation of the Sanskrit word “chitta” (mind) and 

“samskara” (formation) [Hanh 1998 p 73], and covers, for example, our 

thoughts, feelings and emotions. 

 “Anything that is ‘formed,’ anything that is made of something 

else, is a formation.  A flower is a formation. Our anger is a 

formation, a mental formation.”  [See Hanh 1998 p 73 for further 

details]  

My understanding is that Buddhist psychology did not make the sharp 

distinction that we do in our western perspective between emotions and 

thoughts (and feeling).  We could say that all thoughts have an emotional 

valency that is either “positive” (wholesome); neutral; or “negative” 

(unwholesome). In this sense thoughts and emotions /feeling inter-are (see 

Inter-Being). 

 
 

http://www.atdynamics.co.uk/
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Orbitofrontal_cortex
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Glossary continued 

Mentalizing 

(Mentalising ) 

 

See also  

Theory of Mind 

 

“The human cognitive capacity to draw inferences about other people’s beliefs, 

intentions and thoughts has been termed mentalizing, Theory of Mind, or 

cognitive perspective taking.  This capacity makes it possible, for instance, to 

understand that people have views that are different from our own.” 

Singer and Klimecki  2014 

 

Meta-awareness I 

(meta-attention) 

From Figure 1.5 Reference 

“Being able to track the quality of one’s own awareness – 

for example, noticing when your mind wanders or you’ve 

made a mistake.”   

Lapate et al 2016 

Meta-awareness II A complementary perspective on meta-awareness is given 

by Dahl et al. 

o “….An awareness of the processes of conscious 

experience , such as recognition that one is 

expressing an emotion, a thought, or a sensory 

perception as it occurs in real time. 

o It “is involved when one suddenly recognises an 

emotion before it provokes a reaction, for 

example, and also when one suddenly realises that 

one has been ‘on autopilot’ while engaged in a 

daily routine.” 

 

Dahl, Wilson-

Mendenhall,  and 

Davidson 2020 p 

32198 

Mindfulness embraces both aspects of meta-awareness. 
 

Mindfulness 

Mind-Heart-full-ness 

Awareness 

Some reflections in the context of skills for well-being  

Mindfulness I 

Extract from:  
Sati (Buddhism) - Wikipedia 

Sati (Pali: सित;[1] Sanskrit: �ृित smṛti) is mindfulness or awareness, a spiritual or psy-

chological faculty (indriya) that forms an essential part of Buddhist practice. 

 

Mindfulness II 

 

Smriti  (Sanskrit) 

Sati (Pali) 

 

 

Extract from Handout 

to AT students on 

Mindfulness [IR 2000-

2022]; adapted for this 

glossary 

What has come to be known in the west as mindfulness is a somewhat misleading 

translation of the Sanskrit term smriti.  This has a rather left-brain connotation.  

 The concept of mindfulness has its origins in Buddhist philosophy: the San-

skrit word for mindfulness is smriti (sati in Pali). This literally means “remember” or 

“remembering”. Thich Nhat Hanh says: 

 
 
 
 
 
 
   
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

Mindfulness is remembering to come back to the present moment.  

The character the Chinese use for ‘mindfulness’3 has two parts: 

the upper part means ‘now,’ and the lower part means ‘mind’ or 

‘heart’.  

• The first miracle of Mindfulness is to be present and able to 

touch deeply the blue sky, the flower, and the smile of our chil-

dren.  

Hanh 1998 p 64-654 

(Bullet point added) 

http://www.atdynamics.co.uk/
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sati_(Buddhism)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Pali_language
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sati_(Buddhism)#cite_note-1
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sanskrit_language
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sm%E1%B9%9Bti
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Indriya
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bhavana
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Mindfulness II 

continued 

 

Our western translation of sati gives it a misleading cognitive and left hemi-

sphere bias: mindfulness that is not heartfelt is not mindfulness. The term would per-

haps be better rendered as “Mind-Heartfulness” – or left un-translated. 29 Such a con-

cept of Mindfulness overlaps with Jen, Human-heartedness30 (see handout Zz-07). 

 

Mindfulness III 

 

 

 

Mindfulness is a concept that has been adopted in the west, and some use it 

interchangeably with Meditation [e.g. Gelong Thubten:  

A Monk's Guide to Happiness - with Gelong Thubten - YouTube ] 

  

Thich Nhat Hanh describes Mindfulness as embracing seven key concepts, summarised 

below: 

i. Being present with ourselves 

ii. Being present with the other 

iii. Nourishing  and Nurturing the object of our attention 

iv. To be present with, and relieve, the suffering of others 

v. Looking Deeply (Sanskrit Vipaśyanā; Pali vipassana) 

vi. Understanding 

vii. Transformation: as we embrace all these aspects of Mindfulness, we will have 

the ability to transform ourselves and situations. 
 

Hanh 1998 pp 64-67 

See also D5: Seven Practices of Mindfulness on website 

 www.atdynamics.uk for further details  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Shamata** meditation:  some mean by this calm abiding meditation, in contrast to 

Insight (vipassana) meditation. However, generally speaking we can say that calm abiding 

meditation is a prelude to insight meditation. If our minds are not calm we will not get 

much insight (as our Autonomic Nervous System will be in the Flight / Fight / SNS mode 

or Life Threat Dorsal Vagal Parasympathetic mode). 
 

Mindfulness IV 

 

I decided to add this fourth aspect of mindfulness having basically completed this 

article, thanks to re-reading ‘The miracle of mindfulness’ [Hanh 1975 / 1991]. 

In chapter 2 Thich Nhat Hanh is describing mindfulness in terms of ‘keeping one’s 

consciousness alive’. 

 “…..from now on I'll use the term mindfulness to refer to keeping one's 

consciousness alive to the present reality…., then one must practise right 

now in one’s daily life, not only during meditation sessions”  [Hanh op cit 

p 11]. 

He goes on to say: 

 
 

 

 

 
30 In this context, Human-Heartedness or Jen-fulness may capture the essence of sati / smriti more fully. 

Luis de Rivera, in the context of Autogenic Training, describes mindfulness as: 

a) “Full concentration on Shamata** meditation, full awareness of vipassana meditation.   

b) “Modern vulgar use, full attention on everything in general and nothing in particular. 

c) The Seventh Path of the Buddha’s Noble Eightfold Path and passive acceptance in 

autogenics.” 

De Rivera 2018 p 36 

 

http://www.atdynamics.co.uk/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=c1gY7RWE48U
http://www.atdynamics.uk/
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Mindfulness IV 

continued 

 

 

When you are walking along a path leading into a village, you can practise 

mindfulness. Walking along an earth path, surrounded by patches of green grass, if 

you practise mindfulness you will experience that path, the path leading into the 

village.  You practise by keeping this one thought alive: “I'm walking along a path 

leading into the village.” Whether it's sunny or rainy, whether the path is dry or wet, 

you keep that one thought, but not just repeating it like a machine, over and over 

again.  Machine thinking is the opposite of mindfulness. If we’re really engaged in 

mindfulness while walking along the path to the village, then we will consider the act 

of each step we take as an infinite wonder, and a joy will open our hearts like a 

flower,  enabling us to enter the world of reality. 
 

          I like to walk alone on country paths, rice plants and wild grasses on both sides, 

putting each foot down on the earth in mindfulness, knowing that I walk on the 

wondrous earth. In such moments, existence is a miraculous and mysterious reality. 

People usually consider walking on water or in thin air a miracle. But I think the real 

miracle is not to walk either on water or in thin air, but to walk on the earth.  Every 

day we are engaged in a miracle which we don't even recognise: a blue sky, white 

clouds, green leaves, the black, curious eyes of a child –  our own two eyes. All is a 

miracle. 

Hanh 1975 /1991 p 12 
 

Hanh, it seems to me, is one of the great mindfulness teachers and practitioners of our 

time. While working with two wonderful women recently who work for a local charity 

to support vulnerable women, I suggested that for the next session we each write a 

page or so on what brings us joy and / or gratitude to our heart.  As we shared these 

writings, we realised that essentially what brings joy and gratitude is our very basic 

needs including: a sense and feeling of connectedness to others, nurturing self and 

others, shelter, food and water, warmth, nature and time to just be.  
 

Neuroception 

 

From glossary of 

B 22:  

A playfully 

sympathetic 

approach to the 

Polyvagal 

Theory: An 

introduction to 

the concepts of 

Flourishing 

Autogenically 

Neuroception is, in essence, the unconscious detection by the organism of three 

possible situations:  

o life threat, 

o danger, or 

o safety [Porges 2017], ……... 

………………which then sets in motion the (again unconscious) response of Collapse / 

appearing dead, Flight / Fight, or Social Engagement respectively. 

Porges summarises the concept succinctly: 

o Neuroception is the process through which the nervous system evaluates risk 

without requiring awareness.  This automatic process involves brain areas that 

evaluate cues of safety, danger, and life threat. Once these are detected, our 

physiological state automatically shifts to optimise survival. Although we are 

usually not aware of the cues that trigger neuroception, we tend to be aware of 

the physiological shift (i.e. interoception – see glossary of B22) [Porges 2017 p 

19]. 

Becoming aware of our physiological state is of great significance because, as Deb Dans 

says: 

 Story Follows State [Dana 2018 p 35] 

Our “story” will be very different if neuroception has detected threat compared to 

safety. Further, neuroception can be wrong, meaning that we may detect threat when 

there is none, or safety when there is great danger. 

Non-self /  
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Glossary continued 

Non-self elements This term is closely related to the concept of Inter-Being. 

We tend to assume that each thing, each object, each living creature has a separate self. 

Yet this is not the case; we are all full of non-self elements, such as: our parents, our 

ancestors, metals such as iron from long extinct stars, and oxygen.   

So we are not separate entities, but interlinked to the whole web of life and cosmos.  

o See also: Capra 1996;  Capra & Luisi 2014 

Orbito Frontal Cortex 

(OFC) 

 

See also: 

Ventro Medial Pre-

Frontal Cortex 

The OFC “is considered anatomically synonymous with the ventromedial prefrontal 

cortex” [Orbitofrontal cortex – Wikipedia] 

 

Polyvagal Theory 

 

 

Adapted from Glossary 

of        B 22 on web 

 

Polyvagal Theory 

 continued  

 

 

For an introduction / 

summary of hybrid 

autonomic states, 

such as PLAY, please 

see the more 

detailed glossary 

entry in B 22 on 

website. 

 

The Polyvagal Theory has been developed by Porges over the last four decades or 

so.  In essence, it can be described in terms of three components of the Autonomic 

Nervous System. 

1. The Primitive and unmyelinated (Dorsal Vagal) PSNS dating back to the 

evolutuion  of vertebrates. This is the system that operates unconsciously when 

an organism is severely threatened and “feigns death” / freezes or flops, and is 

associated with behaviour shutdown, thus acting as a primordial survival 

system.  

• It is in essence a Pan-Immobilisation System when under severe threat (i.e. 

Life Threat), and sometimes is called Fear Paralysis [Levine 2010]. 

• The primitive PSNS  evolved in evolution in the context of  Immobilisation 

associated with unconsciously perceived (neurocepted) life threat.   

• This system worked well for reptiles, but is potentially lethal for mammals – 

as the shutting down of systems can threaten the integrity of the mammalian 

brain which is very sensitive to reductions in oxygen supply. 

 

Important caveat re Dorsal Vagal ancient PSNS when no life threat. 

When there is no life threat, then this ancient system plays a crucial role to 

support health: 

 “The phylogenetically older unmyelinated vagal motor pathways are 

shared with most vertebrates and, in mammals when not recruited 

as a defence system, function to support health, growth, and 

restoration via neural regulation of subdiaphragmatic organs (i.e. 

internal organs below the diaphragm). 

Geller & Porges 2014 p 182 

 

                                                                           

2. The SNS flight / fight system.  This is in essence the Mobilisation system – e.g. 

when we are in danger. 

• Mobilisation with fear – for either fight or flight. 
 

 

3. The Myelinated (Ventral Vagal) PSNS that evolved in mammals and is 

fundamental to Social Engagment /  Social Communication.  This involves, for 

example:  

o Facial Expression 

o Listening 

o Vocalisation 
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Glossary continued 

Polyvagal Theory 

continued  

          This myelelinated vagal system can only operate properly in situations where we 

are feeling safe.  

o Myelin covers nerves and allows the neuronal messages to be 

transmitted much faster than is the case with unmyelinated nerves. 

 

In terms of wholesome human interactions, it is perhaps more helpful to describe these 

three in the following order: 

A. When we feel safe, our Social Engagement System will be engaged in a 

wholesome way, and this is underpinned with VV dominance. 

B. In situations of Danger, the SNS takes over in terms of mobility in the context of 

FEAR (or anger / RAGE). 

C. In Life threat situations, we go into the collapse/ flop / appearing dead response, 

which is the classic DV response of vertebrates and mammals. However, 

previous life threat situations can be activated in the here and now through 

memory or a present moment experience that triggers that previous emotional 

state. This can then lead to severe on-gong autonomic dysfunction associated 

with, for example, social withdrawal and / or depression. 

Procedural Learned 

Tendencies 

 

Extracted, and 

modified  from E-03 on 

website  

As small children we are learning all the time; and we are learning how best to respond to 

the situation that we find ourselves in.  Our brains respond to different situations / 

different family dynamics in different ways, and in terms of evolutionary perspectives this 

is an adaptive response. The adaptive response will be different in, for example, the 

following examples: 

o If we are born into and spend the early years of our life in a war zone 

o If we are an orphan 

o If we are born into a family where one or other parent is abusive 

o If we are born into an autocratic society that does not allow free expression (for 

example, in speech and art); and thus inhibits / represses our Authentic Self  

o If we are born into a culture with unwholesome values 

o If our mother / father dies when we are young 

o If we are born into a stable society with wholesome values 

o If we are born into a family with caring / nurturing parents and siblings 
 

Each of these situations will have produced different responses in the growing child, 

which at that point in time are probably adaptive – meaning an appropriate response to 

the situation.  However, such adaptive responses can become ingrained into our being 

and behaviour, and this may then result in the behaviours / thought patterns becoming 

Procedural Learned Tendencies (PLT) in our adult life [Ogden 2009]. 

These adaptations to differing experience and family dynamics will catalyse different 

expressions of our genes: i.e. each experience can have an epigenetic effect. 

Precuneus 

 

 

This brief summary of the precuneus is taken from Wikipedia. 

“The precuneus is the portion of the superior parietal lobule on the medial surface of 

each brain hemisphere. It is located in front of the cuneus (the upper portion of 

the occipital lobe)…………It is involved with episodic memory, visuospatial processing, 

reflections upon self, and aspects of consciousness.” 

“The location of the precuneus makes it difficult to study. Furthermore, it is rarely 

subject to isolated injury due to strokes, or trauma such as gunshot wounds. This has 

resulted in it being ‘one of the less accurately mapped areas of the whole cortical 

surface’.[1] While originally described as homogeneous by Korbinian Brodmann, it is 

now appreciated to contain three subdivisions.[2] 

Source: Wikipedia: Precuneus - Wikipedia 

Wikipedia references not included above 

Rotblat /  

 

http://www.atdynamics.co.uk/
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Superior_parietal_lobule
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Anatomical_terms_of_location#Medial_and_lateral
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https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Cuneus
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https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Episodic_memory
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Visuospatial
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Self_(psychology)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Consciousness
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Stroke
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Precuneus#cite_note-Cavanna06-1
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Glossary continued 

Rotblat, Joseph  Born in Poland, and marooned in the UK when Germany invaded Poland; an atomic 

scientist who worked on the Manhattan Project, USA; resigned (“demanded to leave”) 

when Germany surrendered “because Japan did not have a nuclear capability, and he saw 

no moral justification for continuing the work”.  Later became a key member of Pugwash 

(Conferences on science and world affairs); and awarded the Nobel Peace Prize at the age 

of 86. [source: BBC NEWS | UK | Obituary: Prof Sir Joseph Rotblat ]. Once said in a talk in 

Edinburgh: “Remember your common humanity, and forget the rest.” 

Resilience  “The rapidity with which you recover from adversity” [Davidson 2018]. 
 

Sagittal Section “In anatomy, the sagittal plane (/ˈsædʒɪtəl/), or longitudinal plane, is 

an anatomical plane which divides the body into right and left 

parts.[1] The plane may be in the center of the body”  [Sagittal plane - 

Wikipedia], medial, or lateral to the medial sagittal section.  

The image on the right reveals a medial (mid-line) sagittal section of the 

body; this extends up to the neck and brain. 
From: Sagittal section, frontal section, and transverse section of anatomy 

(anatomynote.com) 
 

 

Second Arrow 

 
Adapted from glossary of: 

D 11 on Web: 

Sukha: Paths of Well-

Being, PSNS Afferents, 

and Inner Warmth: from 

Duhkha to Sukha 

[Ross 2017] 

There are, of course, many things in life that can result in us suffering.  In Buddhist 

psychology the perceived cause is sometime referred to as the ‘first arrow’.  However, 

what can cause us to suffer deeply is not this, but rather what our minds tend to make of 

this.  For example: 

 We may get a bad cold; and start to say to ourselves: “Why   me?  Why should this 

happen to me right now at this important time in my life?”  

 We may be irritated by someone at college, at work, or in the family – and embark 

on negative ruminations about them in which we plot to get our own back – 

feeding the “negative wolf” [Fredrickson  2009  p 179] within with hatred and ill-

will towards the other. 

These are both examples of our response (the second arrow) inflicting more suffering 

within us than the original event / incident.  

Autogenic Training, and other Mental Training approaches, can help us to prevent or 

deflect this second arrow from penetrating. This ability is associated with a growing 

meta-awareness. 

State Effects 
See also Trait Effects 

Short term effects in the brain during e.g. meditation / Autogenic Training, such as the 

Relaxation Response, or better, Amplified State of Consciousness Induction (ASCI) [de Ri-

vera 2018). These are often short-lived effects. 

Story Follows State 

 

See in conjunction 

with Polyvagal Theory 

In any  moment of our lives we will axiomatically be in one of the three basic 

autonomic modes – i.e. SNS, Dorsal Vagal or Ventral Vagal (or a combination of more than 

one, called hybrid states [Dana 2021-A]).  Our understanding and “interpretation” of the 

world will, to a large extent, be determined by what state we are in.  As humans we are 

constantly creating stories (e.g. thinking about what is happening) regarding what is going 

on in our lives.  This means fundamentally that: 

 

 

 

 
 

This also implies that: 

 

 

 

In general terms we can say that Well-Being and Flourishing are not possible 

unless much / most of the time we are in a Ventral Vagal Autonomic state. 

Spinoza and Affect /  

Our Story follows our State 

Dana 2018 p 35 

Our sense of Well-Being follows our State 

http://www.atdynamics.co.uk/
http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/uk/4205556.stm
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Anatomy
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Help:IPA/English
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Anatomical_plane
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sagittal_plane#cite_note-Vella2008-1
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sagittal_plane
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sagittal_plane
https://www.anatomynote.com/human-anatomy/gross-view-of-human-body/sagittal-section-frontal-section-and-transverse-section-of-anatomy/
https://www.anatomynote.com/human-anatomy/gross-view-of-human-body/sagittal-section-frontal-section-and-transverse-section-of-anatomy/
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Glossary continued 

Spinoza and Affect 

These passages are 

taken from Ross 2010 

p 153 

 
….. An affect cannot be restrained or neutralised except by a contrary affect 

that is stronger than the affect to be restrained.  

Spinoza  1677:  
Ethics, Part lV;  Proposition 7; 

Translated by Edwin Curley. 
 

Antonio Damasio, an eminent neuro-scientist, comments on Spinoza’s proposition thus: 
 

         In other words, Spinoza recommended that we fight a negative emotion 

with an even stronger but positive emotion brought about by reasoning and 

intellectual effort. Central to his thinking was the notion that the subduing of 

the passions should be accomplished by reason-induced emotion and not by 

pure reason alone. 

Damasio;  2003; p 11 – 12 
italics added – irfr 

 

What does the phrase "reason-induced emotion mean"?  We know as human beings and 

as therapists that reason alone will not settle our negative mind-states .  Yet if this 

reason is accompanied by a positive nurturing type of emotion, we have the potential to 

overcome the negative mind-state.  CARE-circuits are associated with the release of 

various informational substances including oxytocin and endorphins (endogenous 

opiates); and these are known to diminish –  or act as an antidote to –  the RAGE-, FEAR-

, and PANIC- circuits (Panksepp 1998; also Goleman 2003). 

 

Spiritual 

Modified extract from 

Ross 2010 Glossary 

page 289 

(In the general context of 

Mind-Body healing) 

 

 

The term spiritual, as used in this document does not assume a belief in God, gods, or 

any particular religious set of beliefs.  The following definition of spiritual I have found 

most helpful in (clinical) practice: 

 “By spiritual we mean the needs and expectations which all humans have to 

find meaning, purpose and value in life:  even people who are not religious have 

belief systems that give their lives meaning and purpose.  Spiritual distress can 

hinder physical healing, and its identification may improve healing outcomes.  

Thus we consider this a dimension relevant in holistic health care.” 

Quoted from: The Department of General Practice (Edinburgh University); notes for 

5th Year Medical Students – 2002. 

 

A further interesting perspective on spiritual is given by Pollard:  

• “Some people find spirituality through religion; others find it through science, 

music, art or a connection with nature, while still others find it in their personal 

values and principles.  No matter how it is defined, this elusive entity describes 

the way we find meaning, hope, comfort and inner peace in our lives.”  (Pollard 

2004) 

In the context of this B26 article, the references to purpose and meaning above are 

particularly apposite. 

Also see Frankl 1946 / 1984 

 

Theory of Mind /  
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Glossary continued 

Theory of Mind 

Exemplified in the  dolls 

experiment with  “Sally 

and Anne.” 

This entry is an abbreviated and adapted version from the Glossary of website article:  

B19: Reflections on a Secure Base – Bowlby, Ainsworth, Attachment and Well-Being 

***   ***   *** 

         The initial development of the so called Theory of Mind matures (normally) in childhood.  It is the capacity, 

as it were, to understand someone else’s perspective, rather than simply our own perspective.  Three year old 

children have not normally developed this capacity; whereas by the age of four years children normally have. 

Without this ability it is very difficult to develop empathy or compassion.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

An intersting video of the Sally & Ann doll experiment can be found on: 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=41jSdOQQpv0 

McGilchrist indicates that theory of mind is an essential attribute of the Right Hemisphere: 

          “The right hemisphere plays an important role in what is known as ‘theory of mind’, a capacity to put oneself in 

another’s position and see what is going on in that person’s mind.  This capacity emerges in primates along with self-

recognition and self-awareness, and is closely linked to it.  It is the capacity that children do not fully acquire until the 

age of four (though elements are probably present from 12 to 18 months), and which autistic children never acquire.”   

McGilchrist 2009 p 57 

Trait Effects /  

 

 

 

Example of Test to establish if child has developed a theory of mind 

A child watches the following enactment. 

A doll called Annie goes into a room, where there is a small square yellow box and a tall blue round box. She 

places a purple marble in the square yellow box, and then leaves the room. 

 

Sally, another doll, then enters the room – but unknown to Annie. Sally opens the small yellow square box, 

takes out the marble, and places it in the blue tall round box. She then tiptoes out. 

A few moments later, Annie comes back in. 

The child is now asked: “Where will Annie look for the marble”. 

i. If the child answers: “In the yellow square box”, this indicates that she or he has developed theory 

of mind; for in this case the child is able to imagine what is going on in Annie’s head. 

ii. On the other hand, if the child answers: “She will look in the blue round box”, this indicates that the 

child – who knows that in reality the marble is in the blue box, is unable to imagine what Annie will 

still be thinking. 

 

In the case of i. above, the child can be asked: “Why does Annie look in the yellow square box?”  The child 

might reply: “You’re stupid to ask the question; Annie obviously does not know that Sally put the marble in 

the blue round box. So of course Annie will look in the yellow box.” 

 

http://www.atdynamics.co.uk/
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Glossary continued 

Trait Effects Trait Effects are persisting and enduring effects that change, for example, our outlook / behaviour 

patterns and emotional responses.  

o This is catalysed by lasting changes in the brain – and so can bring about long-term and per-

sistent changes in the way we handle difficult situations and emotions. 

o Trait Effects come about because our brains are “plastic”, and this means that mal-adaptive 

circuits can be “re-wired” by developing skilful means and practices. 

For example, there is good evidence that long term vipassana meditation results in significant Trait 

Effects.  This can be linked with, for example, increased compassion and greater equanimity.  

[Goleman & Davidson 2017; de Rivera 2018]. 

By way of contrast, State Effects only persist while we are in that state [Goleman & Davidson 2017]. 

Ubuntu 

 

See also Jen 

 

Also see:   

Ngomane 2019 

 

An African concept that in essence is a reflection of Inter-Being. The spirit of ubuntu can perhaps 

best be described in the following short story: 

An anthropologist once proposed a game to some children of an African tribe. He put a basket of fruit 

near a tree and told them that whoever got there first won all the sweet fruits. When he gave them 

the signal to run, they took each other’s hands, running together, and then sat down in a circle and 

enjoyed their fruits.  
 

The anthropologist was perplexed, and asked them why they chose to run as a group when they could 

have had more fruit individually.  After some silence, one child spoke up and said:  

 “UBUNTU.  How can one of us be happy if all the other ones are sad?”  
 

‘UBUNTU’ in the Xhosa culture means: “I am because we are” 

 

What follows below has been added as a result of Annie Sturgeon asking me the difference between 

Jen and Ubuntu; this is a good question, and this is my formulation:               

The concept of ubuntu overlaps with, yet is not the same, as Jen. 

If we are born into a society where ubuntu is the quintessence of the communities of that culture, 

then, in general terms, Jen will develop naturally [Ngomane 2019]. 

If, on the other hand, we are born into a culture in which individualism, “me first”, and ego dominate, 

then there may be no sense of ubuntu, and Jen will not naturally develop. That is to say, Jen will not 

develop as a natural and wholesome Habit Energy [Hanh 1998; and see Glossary of D11 on web]; 

rather, it will have to be worked on by each person –  as part of the maturational process of life. 

Ventral 

Striatum 

1. The ventral striatum “includes the nucleus accumbens and some nuclei of the olfactory tu-

bercle; may function in motor activities with emotional or motivational origins [Farlex Part-

ner Medical Dictionary © Farlex 2012]. 

o Synonym(s): striatum ventrale  

 
2. The ventral striatum, and the nucleus accumbens in particular, primarily mediates reward, 

cognition, reinforcement, and motivational salience 

[https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Striatum]  

It is one of the areas of the brain active in compassion, along with the medial orbito-frontal cortex.  

Ventro Medial/  
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Glossary continued 

Ventro Medial 

Pre-Frontal 

Cortex (vmPFC) 

Note: the vmPFC is the area of the brain that was damaged  

in the railway worker Phineas Gage that led to  

disastrous social outcomes [Damasio 1994 p 11; Ross 2010 p 143-145-141] 

vmPFC 

Part of the Pre-Frontal Cortex, with close connections with the ventral striatum and amygdala.  Research suggests 

at least three specific functions 

1) “Is critical for the representation of reward and value-based decision-making, through interactions with 

ventral striatum and amygdala.” 

2) Critical “For generating and regulating negative emotions, through interaction with amygdala….” 

3) “A third track of research shows the importance of vmPFC in multiple aspects of social cognition, such as 

facial emotion recognition, theory of mind ability, and processing self-relevant information, through its 

interactions with posterior cingulate cortex, precuneus, dorsomedial prefrontal cortex, and amygdala.” 

Quotes from Hiser and  Koenigs 2017 
 

Some authorities state that it is synonymous with the Orbito Frontal Cortex [Orbitofrontal cortex – Wikipedia], 

 

Ventro Medial Pre-Frontal Cortex Image 
From:  

Prefrontal Cortex – The Science of Psychotherapy 

and 

Screen-Shot-2017-11-18-at-1.49.10-PM.png 

(1047×415) (thescienceofpsychotherapy.com) 

With thanks 

 
 

Vipassana Meditation 

I have found the following account of Vipassana most helpful. 
 

The distinction between Vipassana meditation and other styles of meditation is crucial and needs to be fully 

understood. Buddhism addresses two major types of meditation. They are different mental skills, modes of 

functioning or qualities of consciousness. In Pali, the original language of Theravada literature, they are 

called Vipassana and Samatha. 
 

Vipassana can be translated as “Insight,” 

a clear awareness of exactly what is happening as it happens. 
 

Samatha (Sanskrit and Pali; shamata – Tibetan; ) can be translated as “concentration” or “tranquillity.” 

It is a state in which the mind is brought to rest, focused only on one item and not allowed to wander. When 

this is done, a deep calm pervades body and mind, a state of tranquillity which must be experienced to be 

understood. 
 

Vipassana Meditation 

Vipassana is the oldest of Buddhist meditation practices. The method comes directly from the Satipatthana 

Sutta [Foundations of Mindfulness], a discourse attributed to the Buddha himself. Vipassana is a direct and 

gradual cultivation of mindfulness or awareness. It proceeds piece by piece over a period of years. The 

student’s attention is carefully directed to an intense examination of certain aspects of his own existence. 

The meditator is trained to notice more and more of his own flowing life experience.  

Source: the above are direct quotes from: 

What Exactly is Vipassana Meditation? (tricycle.org)   - with thanks  

 

These examinations of “certain aspectis of his or her own existence” will include, for example, examination 

of our tendency and unconscious practice to inflict the Second Arrow upon ourselves. 

Vipassana Meditation and Autogenic Training / 

 

http://www.atdynamics.co.uk/
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Vipassana 

Meditation 

and Autogenic 

Training 

Some practitioners of Autogenic Training have been keen to see it as totally separate from 

other forms of meditation. I think this is a false and misleading position. 

Luis de Rivera in his book, Autogenics 3.0 [de Rivera 2018], repeatedly cites links between 

AT and ancient meditative traditions (especially Tibetan Buddhist traditions). Many 

therapeutic approaches now embrace Mindfulness, as the above glossary entry makes 

clear [de Rivera 2018 p 36]. 

De Rivera developed Feeling Meditation (Feeling the Feeling Meditation), and when he 

was discussing this with yogi master Alejandro Torrealba, the yogi master replied: 

                               “This is serious vipassana”  [de Rivera 2018 p 119].  

Luis de Rivera goes on to say: 

 “Feeling Meditation is focalized vipassana.  You do not divert your attention to 

everything that comes up, as some people may define mindfulness, but you keep 

your passive concentration on the dynamics of the feeling.”   

 [de Rivera 2018 p 119] 

One of the other professionals who clearly acknowedges our debt to these ancient 

traditions is Pat Ogden [Ogden 2021]. 
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