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New understandings in neuroscience have highlighted the central role the amygdala plays in anxiety. But 

how many of us can talk with our clients about the amygdala in a clear, engaging way that actually 

enhances treatment? This workshop provides brain-based techniques that directly target the symptoms 

of anxiety at the neurological source. Discover effective strategies—designed to fit how the amygdala 

learns—that target triggers, panic attacks, nausea, and sleep problems. You’ll explore how to: 

 

• Demystify the neurobiology of anxiety by introducing clients to the language of the amygdala in 

a way that engages them in treatment and makes interventions more effective 

• Use neurologically informed CBT techniques to target the amygdala’s contributions to anxiety 

disorders, including OCD and PTSD 

• Use cognitive restructuring, including cognitive defusion and reconsolidation, to resist 

cognitions that ignite amygdala-based responding 

Catherine Pittman, PhD, HSPP, is a clinical psychologist and psychology professor at Saint Mary’s College 

in Notre Dame, with more than 25 years of experience treating anxiety. A specialist in 

neuropsychological rehabilitation, she’s the coauthor of Rewire Your Anxious Brain. 
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Learning Objectives: 

1. Appraise the role of the amygdala in maintaining anxiety disorders for purposes of client 
psychoeducation. 

2. Demonstrate how clients who know the language of the amygdala have improved engagement 
and mindfulness.  

3. Use neurologically informed strategies, such as exposure, relaxation, exercise, and sleep 
interventions to produce changes in the amygdala and improve client outcomes. 

4. Use cognitive restructuring, cognitive defusion, and mindfulness techniques to reduce 
cognitions that ignite the amygdala activation that produces anxious responding. 

 

Outline: 

Describe the role of the amygdala in maintaining anxiety disorders for purposes of client 
psychoeducation. 
 a)  Explain amygdala as an alarm system that responds to danger. 
 b)  Explain amygdala as storing memories of emotional importance.  
 c)  Describe responses of amygdala as not always appropriate to 21st century. 
 
Explain the language of the amygdala. 
 a)   Explain that the amygdala communicates through bodily responses. 

b)   Explain that the amygdala does not learn from books or lectures. 
 c)   Explain that the amygdala learns from experience. 
 d)   Describe the association-based learning process (i.e., classical conditioning) 
 
Explain how clients who know the language of the amygdala have improved engagement and 
mindfulness.  
 a)  Recognition of ways to change amygdala responding is empowering. 
 b)  Recognition of the purpose of symptoms such as increased heart rate, muscle tension 

     allow one to observe and interpret these responses differently. 
 c)  Attributing anxiety responses to amygdala helps client to dissociate from and take the 
                  role of an observer of these responses. 
 
Use neurologically informed strategies such as exposure, relaxation, exercise, and sleep interventions to 
produce changes in the amygdala. 
 a)  Present exposure is a way of teaching the amygdala new associations and responses. 
 b)  Teach relaxation strategies that reduce amygdala in minutes. 
 c)   Identify the ability of regular exercise and adequate sleep to produce lasting changes 

      in amygdala activation. 
 



Use neurologically informed strategies such as cognitive restructuring, cognitive defusion, and 
mindfulness techniques to reduce cognitions that ignite the amygdala activation that produces anxious 
responding. 

a) Teach clients that the amygdala responds to cortex activity that presents threatening 
 thoughts, images, or worries. 

b) Teach clients to recognize worries and anticipatory thoughts as simply thoughts and 
not as accurate predictors of the future.  

c) Train clients to observe and be curious about their anxiety responses rather than 
get caught up in the experience of anxiety. 

 

 

References: 

Altena, E., Micoulaud-Franchi, J.-A., Geoffroy, P.-A., Sanz-Arigita, E., Bioulac, S., & Philip, P. (2016). The 

bidirectional relation between emotional reactivity and sleep: From disruption to recovery. Behavioral 

Neuroscience, 130, 336–350. 

Bauer, C. C. C., Caballero, C., Scherer, E., West, M. R., Mrazek, M. D., Phillips, D. T., … Gabrieli, J. D. E. 

(2019). Mindfulness training reduces stress and amygdala reactivity to fearful faces in middle-school 

children. Behavioral Neuroscience.  http://dx.doi.org/10.1037/bne0000337 

Bernstein, E. E., Curtiss, J. E., Wu, G. W. Y., Barreira, P. J., & McNally, R. J. (2019). Exercise and emotion 

dynamics: An experience sampling study. Emotion, 19, 637–644. 

d’Arbeloff, T. C., Kim, M. J., Knodt, A. R., Radtke, S. R., Brigidi, B. D., & Hariri, A. R. (2018). Microstructural 

integrity of a pathway connecting the prefrontal cortex and amygdala moderates the association 

between cognitive reappraisal and negative emotions. Emotion, 18, 912–915. 

Harper, M. (2012). Taming the amygdala: An EEG analysis of exposure therapy for the 

traumatized. Traumatology, 18(2), 61–74.  

McGaugh, J. L. (2015).  Consolidating memories.  Annual Review of Psychology, 66, 1-24. 

Pagliaccio, D., Luby, J. L., Bogdan, R., Agrawal, A., Gaffrey, M. S., Belden, A. C., … Barch, D. M. (2015). 

Amygdala functional connectivity, HPA axis genetic variation, and life stress in children and relations to 

anxiety and emotion regulation. Journal of Abnormal Psychology, 124, 817–833. 

Wheelock, M. D., Rangaprakash, D., Harnett, N. G., Wood, K. H., Orem, T. R., Mrug, S., … Knight, D. C. 

(2018). Psychosocial stress reactivity is associated with decreased whole-brain network efficiency and 

increased amygdala centrality. Behavioral Neuroscience, 132, 561–572. 

 


