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Mind Body Practices 
For Improving Self-Regulation and

Restoring Psychological Health

www.joanborysenko.com
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The Brain Creates its Own Reality
• “Today most neuroscientists work under a paradigm of the 

brain as a prediction-making machine. To form a perception of 
something out in the world, the brain takes in as little sensory 
information as it needs to make an educated guess…”

• “The philosophical implications of “predictive coding” are 
deep and strange. The model suggests that our perceptions of 
the world offer us not a literal transcription of reality but 
rather a seamless illusion woven from both the data of our 
senses and the models in our memories. “

Michael Pollan,  How to Change Your Mind, Penguin, New York, 2018
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A Little Placebo History
Mind over pain

1. When morphine ran out in the field during WW2, Henry 
Beecher, MD administered saline to wounded soldiers and 
about half had adequate pain relief.

2. Beecher later discovered that wounded soldiers asked for 
fewer painkillers than civilians with comparable injuries (25% 
vs 80%). Soldiers had different beliefs- “I’m going home” was 
a positive rather than a negative mindset as in “Yikes, I’m 
missing work and my finances are going down the drain.”

3. In 1978, it was found that naloxone blocked the placebo 
response to post operative pain- thus revealing that belief 
can increase endogenous opiates.

4. Classical conditioning, expectation and meaning all play a 
role in the all important placebo effect.  
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Ellen Langer
The Psychology of Possibility

“By the 1970s, Langer had become convinced that not only are most people led 
astray by their biases, but they are also spectacularly inattentive to what’s going
on around them. “They’re just not there,” as she puts it. When you’re not there,
Langer reasoned, you’re very likely to end up where you’re led. 
She set up a number of studies to show how people’s thinking and behavior 
can easily be manipulated with subtle primes.” 

Bruce Grierson, NY Times Magazine, October 22, 2014 
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Counterclockwise
Perception and Physical Function
1. Men in their 70’s and 80’s lived for 5 days in a Monastery in New 

Hampshire set up to look exactly like 1959, when they were in 
their prime. (1981)

2. Two groups: one embodied being in 1959. the other group just 
reminisced. Both improved in wellbeing and function, but the first 
group significantly more so. 

“At the end of the [monastery] study, I was playing football—touch, 
but still football—with these men, some of whom gave up their canes. 

It is not our physical state that limits us, it is our mindset about our 
own limits, our perceptions, that draws the lines in the sand.”

-Ellen Langer
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But First…The Prison of Beliefs 
Mind Over Milkshake- Alia Crum, Ph.D.
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Mind-set matters: exercise and the placebo effect.
Crum AJ1, Langer EJ. Psychol Sci. 2007 Feb;18(2):165-71.

Abstract

In a study testing whether the relationship between exercise and health
is moderated by one’s mind-set, 84 female room attendants working in 

seven different hotels were measured on physiological health variables
affected by exercise. Those in the informed condition were told 

that the work they do (cleaning hotel rooms) is good exercise and satisfies
the Surgeon General’s recommendations for an active lifestyle. Examples 

of how their work was exercise were provided. Subjects in the control group 
were not given this information. Although actual behavior did not change, 
4 weeks after the intervention, the informed group perceived 
themselves to be getting significantly more exercise than before. As a result, 
compared with the control group, they showed a decrease in weight, 
blood pressure, body fat, waist-to-hip ratio, and body mass index. 
These results support the hypothesis that exercise affects health 
in part or in whole via the placebo effect.
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Mind over Genetics
Belief and The science of epigenetics 

Becca Levy, professor of public health and psychology at yale
1. People with positive self-perceptions of aging lived 7.5 years longer than 

those with less positive attitudes about their aging. (2002)
2. Positive attitudes about aging reduce risk of dementia, including in folks 

with multiple copies of the ApoE4 allele. their risk was reduced by 50% 
during the four years of the study, during which participants were in their 
70’s. (2018)

3. the individuals in the positive age perception group were 44 percent more 
likely to recover from a severe disability. Participants were at least 70 years 
old and free of disability at the start of the study. 
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The Power of Negative Belief
The Nocebo Effect

Men given a drug for prostate disease were told 
either that it could cause Erectile Dysfunction- or 
told nothing. 44% of those told of the possible 
side effect reported ED, compared with 15% of 
the men without that belief. Similar results were 
found in a study of metoprolol, a beta blocker. 

The nocebo effect is even reported to kill  in several 
indigenous cultures who believe in the power of 
curses. And there are medical case reports of people 
having potentially fatal side effects from placebos 
that they believed were potent drugs.
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Pointing the Bone
Ritual execution- Australian Aboriginal Shamanism

“Once the man is caught, one of the kurdaitcha goes down onto one 
knee and points the kundela. The victim is said to be frozen with fear 
and stays to hear the curse, a brief piercing chant, that the kurdaitcha 
chants. Then, he and his fellow hunters return to the village and the 
kundela is ritually burned.

The condemned man may live for several days or even weeks. But, he 
believes so strongly in the curse that has been uttered, that he will 
surely die. It is said that the ritual loading of the kundela creates a 
"spear of thought" which pierces the victim when the bone is pointed 
at him. It is as if an actual spear has been thrust at him and his death is 
certain.”

-Wikipedia
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The Science of Epigenetics
How belief changes gene expression
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Ancestral Relationships
Epigenetics and  Cellular Memory
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https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/%3Fterm=Crum%2520AJ%255bAuthor%255d&cauthor=true&cauthor_uid=17425538
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/%3Fterm=Langer%2520EJ%255bAuthor%255d&cauthor=true&cauthor_uid=17425538
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/17425538
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The DNA control panel
Meet the Epigenome

The human genome is fairly constant and 
changes very slowly over millions of years. On 
the other hand, the environment around us 
changes all the time. A science called 
epigenetics explains how our genes can adapt to 
changes in the environment even though the 
actual structure of the genome- the genes 
themselves- don’t change.
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Epigenetic Mechanisms 
nucleus of cell
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Mem-brain biology 
thank you, Bruce Lipton!
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Epigenetics is the conversion of 
environmental signals into biology

• “The membrane is like a carbon-based computer chip. It is a 
liquid crystal  semi-conductor with protein channels to let 
informational molecules in.  It converts environmental 
information into personal biology. 

• The nucleus of the cell is like a read-write disc that can produce 
over 3,000 different proteins (that is what DNA codes for). The 
chip is programmable by the environment. 

• Glycoprotein receptors on the cell surface are switches that 
respond to changes in the environment through physical 
perception.

• Perception, or belief, is a switch that controls gene expression.”
• You are not a victim of your genes, you are the master in most 

cases                                        -Bruce Lipton, Ph.D.
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First Human Study of 
Intergenerational Trauma

Identical epigenetic tags in the region of a gene 
associated with control of stress hormones were 
present in both  Holocaust survivors and their 
children, but not in any of the control groups and 
their children. Further genetic analysis showed that 
the tags were not associated with direct trauma to 
the offspring.

Published Online: August 12, 2015
Holocaust exposure induced intergenerational effects on FKBP5
methylation. Rachel Yehuda et al. DOI: 
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.biopsych.2015.08.005
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Time for a Break!

18
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The ACE Studies
Adverse Childhood Experiences

Bridges the Gap Between 
Childhood Trauma and Negative Physical 
Health and Mental Health Consequences 

Later in Life

Vincent Felitti, MD and Robert F. Anda. MD
www.ACEstudy.org
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The Development of the Brain

The structure and function of the developing 
brain are determined by how experiences, 
especially within interpersonal relationships, 
shape the genetically programmed maturation 
of the nervous system.

-Dan Siegel, M.D.
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What is an ACE?
• Recurrent physical abuse
• Recurrent emotional abuse
• Contact sexual abuse
• Addiction in household
• Household member incarcerated
• Depressed, mentally ill, suicidal member
• One or no parents
• Mother treated violently
• Physical or emotional neglect
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Turning Gold into Lead

• Male child with ACE score of 6 has 4600% 
increase in probability of IV drug abuse

• ACE score of 4 increases probability of 
COPD by 390%

• ACE score of 4 or more raises the 
probability of depression almost 500%

• ACE score or 4 or more raises probability 
of suicide by 1220%
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Stress Makes it Harder for the 
Body to Renew Itself

The shortening of telomeres necessary for 
cell division and renewal is associated with 
an increase in cancer, depression, 
pulmonary fibrosis, dementia, osteoarthritis 
and osteoporosis. 

-Elizabeth Blackburn at UCSF
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Stress and Health 

•Increased fight or flight activity causes hypertension and 
damages the endothelium of blood vessels leading to 
atherosclerosis

•Cortisol depresses immune function and  kills memory 
neurons in the hippocampus

•Stress increases production of IL-6, a “pro-inflammatory” 
cytokine.

•Inflammation contributes to heart disease, diabetes, arthritis, 
osteoporosis, cancers and chronic illnesses, as well as the frailty of 
aging

•Stress inhibits DNA repair as well as cell longevity

24
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Telomeres are shorter in children 
who have been abused

AAAS Science. Photo Pasleka Photo Researchers 

25

Telomeres
“Aglets” that allow DNA to replicate

DNA polymerase sits on the double stranded DNA, 
unzips and copies it, including the telomere. But it can’t 
copy the part it is sitting on, so the new strand of DNA is 
shorter than the original. If you run out of DNA you get 
an incomplete protein. This leads to loss of function and 
eventual death. The good news is that there is an 
enzyme called telomerase that extends telomeres.
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Friends of Telomerase

• Meditation, yoga, qigong
• Omega-3 fatty acid
• happiness and gratitude
• Positive outlook
• Service and purpose
• Love of self and others
• Managing stress
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Relationship, Health, Healing

28

Where do I end and you begin?
It’s all about relationship 
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Loneliness and Epigenetics

• Pro-inflammatory genes are overexpressed
• Anti-inflammatory genes are underexpressed
• Elevated herpesvirus antibody titers reflect 

poor cellular immune system control over the 
latent virus. 

Lisa M. Jaremka et al:  2012, 2013

30
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Dogs HEAL
The Heart of the Matter

• Men who have heart attacks have a 5% chance 
of dying in the first year post MI

• If they have a dog the risk decreases to 1%
• Petting or playing with a dog releases 

oxytocin, dopamine, and endorphins
• Oxytocin decreases stress, lowers blood 

pressure, and lowers heart rate

Dogs, Rats, and Heart Attacks; Alex Korb, Ph.D.  Psychology Today, March 19, 
2012
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Slowly but Surely the
Biofield Comes of Age

32

Energy Medicine Research
EFT, QiGong, Prayer, Reiki, Healing Touch… 
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Even if we can’t measure energy 
directly, can we measure its cellular 

effects in vitro?
Japanese ki healer could decrease number of CA 
cells in a petri dish by 30.3% at 5 minutes and 40.6 
% at 10 minutes. Decreased mrna expression for a 
tumor stimulator gene. Effects could be blocked by 
aluminum foil or painted acrylic. Infrared 
electromagnetic waves? 

Ohnishi ST, Ohnishi T, Nishino K, Tsurusaki Y, & Yamaguchi M. (2005). 
Growth inhibition of cultured human liver carcinoma cells by Ki-energy 
(life-energy): Scientific evidence for Ki-effects on cancer cells. Evidence-
based Complementary and Alternative Medicine, 2(3), 387–393.
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External Qi Healing
Harvard Medical/China collaborations

(Yan et al)
• Chongqing Institute of Traditional Chinese 

Medicine in China
• Dana Farber Cancer Institute and Harvard 

Medical School
• 4 studies: From 2006 to 2013 

•pancreatic cancer
•prostate cancer
•breast cancer (estrogen independent)
•small cell lung cancer
•colorectal cancer 
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The Chi Field has Contextual Effects

When saline solution or a plant extract was exposed to external Qi 
healing and subsequently added to the cultures of cancer cells, it also 
induced apoptosis (cell death). 

Another study reported a “contextual effect” when cells were placed in 
an area where other cells had received biofield therapy within 24 
hours.

Yan X, Shen, H., Jiang, H., Hu, D., Wang, J., & Wu, X. (2013). External Qi of Yan Xin Qigong 
inhibits activation of Akt, Erk1/2 and NF-ĸB and induces cell cycle arrest and apoptosis in 
colorectal cancer cells. Cell Physiology and Biochemistry, 31(1):113-22
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http://www-ncbi-nlm-nih-gov.proxy.lib.uiowa.edu/pubmed/23363659


3/4/20

7

Egg of Light Visualization

37

ENJOY YOUR LUNCH!
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How to Help Clients Learn
to Self-Regulate

“Human beings learn by doing, and this includes 
learning that there are things you can do to make 
yourself feel better.”

-Bessel van der Kolk  

“The first person a therapist needs to teach how to self-
regulate is themselves, since we are in a position to co-
regulate our clients and keep them feeling safe.”

-Joan Borysenko
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Ancient Practices as Portals of 
Vagal Regulation

• Meditation, deep listening, chanting, postural and breathing 
techniques foster positive mental states and health due to a 
common phylogenetic change in the neural regulation of the 
ANS.

• They recruit this “new” ventral vagal mammalian circuit that 
enables us to stay calm, socially engage and have other 
psychological experiences of being human including 
appreciation of aesthetics, gratitude, compassion, altruism, 
prosocial behavior.
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Portals to the
Face-Heart Connection

• Voice-heart connection (chanting)
• Deep listening (music)
• Breath-heart connection (Pranayam)

Portals to the 
Posture-Heart Connection

• Voice-heart connection (chanting) lets try OM
• Deep listening (music)
• Breath-heart connection (Pranay

• Dance
• Yoga Asanas- lets try some chair yoga
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The Mindful Pause

• Simple Breathing Meditation
• Benson’s “Oh Well.”
• The foundational practice for resilience

“Between stimulus and response there is a space. In 
that space is our power to choose our response. In 
our response lies our growth and our freedom.” 

-Viktor Frankl

42
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Transforming Negative Beliefs

43

“
“Your body is your unconscious mind”

Candace Pert, Ph.D.

-
•95% of our behavior is based on habitual 
patterning- unconscious beliefs installed in early 
childhood. 
•Until the age of 7, our brains are in a theta 
state. We are essentially in hypnosis and are 
being programmed by what we observe. 

Bruce Lipton, Ph.D.
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Belief Cleanse
Visualization Exercise

1. Name one negative belief that holds you back, sabotages 
your goals, or disturbs your peace.

2. How distressing is it? 1-10
3. Where do you feel it in your body? 
4. What image comes to mind? Shape, size, color, pattern.
5. Pull it out of your body and place it in the basket of a hot air 

balloon and send it to the light. Check your body and rate 
distress. 

6. Visualize yourself as peaceful, powerful and accomplishing 
your dream or goal.

7. Repeat at bedtime, in hypnogogic state
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Self Directed Neuroplasticity

Inner strengths are grown from experiences of 
those strengths- activated states- that can then 
be installed as traits.

-Rick Hanson

Lets activate two states: No and Yes (Siegel)
Now lets install the yes
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Overcoming the Negativity Bias

• The brain is wired to pay more attention to 
negative events than positive events- the 
“negativity bias” is a survival strategy

• Bad stuff is like velcro, good stuff like teflon
• New research demonstrates that rehearsing 

positive events and resources for 10-20 
seconds throughout the day rewires for 
happiness and resilience

• Rick Hanson, Ph.D. Hardwired for Happiness

47

Wiring in NEW neural Circuits
in the moment (gratefulness.org)

Notice: a good experience
Enrich: Bring all your senses online
Wait: Stick with it for 10-20 seconds

48
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Using a Good Memory as a Resource

• Place your hand over your heart
• Breathe in and out of your heart
• Name what you are feeling (in this case lets remember a 

time when some one was kind to you, or you were kind to 
some one else)

• Savor the feeling for 10-20 seconds
• Claim what you are feeling- I am kind
• Be on the lookout for glimmers of kindness (or whatever 

you are working with) to install by savoring the feeling 
whenever you notice it
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Enhancing BDNF 
to Support Neuroplasticity and Calm Mind

•BDNF nurtures synapses in established brain circuits as 
well as stimulating neurogenesis and new wiring.

•BDNF (Brain Derived Neurotrophic Factor) helps 
regulate the HPA axis. Why is that so important??

•Chronic stress is a trigger for diverse psychiatric 
disorders- including depression- via dysregulation of the 
HPA axis.
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BDNF is increased by

• Mediterranean diet rich in nuts, vegetables, 
fish, colored fruits
•Curcumin (found in turmeric) 
•Omega-3 fatty acids (DHA)
•walnuts and avocados
•Low carb diet
•coffee
•fasting and calorie restriction
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BDNF is Decreased by

• Diets high in saturated fat
• Refined carbohydrates (sugar, flour, etc.)
• A sedentary lifestyle

The Standard American Diet (SAD) and plugged 
in lifestyle creates depression. And although we 
may network electronically, social support is 
critical for both immunity and neuronal health.
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Gotta Love those Probiotics
Yogurt can decrease anxiety!

53

Foods that Boost the Microbiome
Feed those beasties with prebiotic fiber and 

fermented foods!

• Fruits and vegetables
• Yogurt, kefir, sauerkraut, kimchi, etc. 
• Coffee
• Tea
• Red wine

54
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Personalized Nutrition

There is no one size fits all diet! 
One man or woman’s meat is indeed another 

one’s poison
Metabolism is affected by 3 genomes:
1. Chromosomal genome
2. Epigenome
3. Microbiome
And, of course, by what you believe. Remember 
Dr. Alia Crum’s milkshake study?
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What Mom Eats Affects Her Children,
Grandchildren, Great Grandchildren
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Time for a Break!
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Creating the World- and our sense 
of self- through Story

In the beginning was the Word, and the Word 
was with God and the Word was God. John 1:1

Abra K’Dabra is the Aramaic expression of this
Intentional manifestation:

I will create (A’bra) as I speak (k’Dabra)
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Modern Psychology 
Meets Ancient Wisdom

“Trauma is a disorder of not being able to be in the here and 
now.” -Peter Levine, Ph.D.

“ The real advance in trauma treatment is that we know you 
cannot change irrational, organic responses from your body, 
except by becoming deeply involved in noticing your internal 
world.” -Bessel van der Kolk, MD

“ In addition to noticing our internal world and shifting it to 
equilibrium, we need to tell ourselves an overarching story of 
strength, meaning, and purpose to organize our perceptions 
around our true nobility.    -Joan Borysenko, Ph.D.
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How Trauma Affects the Brain 
Bessel van der Kolk, MD

1. Threat Perception Goes into Overdrive: Amygdala on 
alert. Sensing danger where others do not, and 
misinterpreting environmental cues.
2. Filtering System Functions Poorly: The salience 
network filters environmental input to determine what 
stimuli are relevant. When scanning for threat takes 
precedence, it’s hard to be present and engage in 
what’s actually happening. 
3. The Self-Sensing System is Blunted: Activity in the 
medial prefrontal cortex is dialed down. Sensation may 
be so gut-wrenching that it’s numbed out. 

60
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How Trauma Affects the Sense of Time
(Dorsolateral Prefrontal Cortex)

“When people start reliving their trauma, the
timekeeping part of the brain that tells you that 
was then, this is now, goes offline.”

-Bessel van der Kolk
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A Central Role for the Thalamus

1. Bessel calls the thalamus, “the cook.” It stirs the pot of input 
from other parts of the brain. Trauma degrades its function, 
so that instead of creating a coherent whole, unintegrated 
images, thoughts, and sensations live their own separate 
existence. 

2. The result is a new autobiographical story about this or that 
with little relevance to the actual scenario.
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Biography becomes Biology (Myss)
You are your own Biographer

“…narrative medicine is creating a larger context 
for your story that lets you find the nobility within 
yourself and share it.”

-Dan Siegel. MD
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Optimistic and Pessimistic Storytelling
Attribution Style

Suzanne Ouellette Kobasa

3 C’s of Stress Hardiness
•Challenge
•Control
•Commitment

“Stressful events challenge
me to change and grow.”

Martin E.P. Seligman

3 P’s of 
Pessimism/Helplessness

•Personal
•Pervasive
•Permanent

“It’s my own fault, I mess 
up everything I do, and 
it’s the story of my life.”
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Example of Transformational Story
“What is to give light must endure burning.”

“For the first time in my life I saw the truth as it 
is set into song by so many poets, proclaimed as 
the final wisdom by so many thinkers. The truth 
- that Love is the ultimate and highest goal to 
which man can aspire. Then I grasped the 
meaning of the greatest secret that human 
poetry and human thought and belief have to 
impart: The salvation of man is through love and 
in love.”   -Viktor Frankl
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DMN and TPN
Two Brain Circuits to Know and Love

• The Default Mode Network (DMN) is the source of worry and 
rumination (“selfing” I, me, mine). It also grafts present 
experience onto autobiographical story.

• The Task Positive Network (TPN)- the salience and central 
executive networks, which mediate present moment 
awareness

The two networks are mutually exclusive (anti-
correlated). When the TPN is activated it deactivates 

the DMN.
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Forgiveness: An example of 
Narrative Medicine
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Study of Forgiveness after 
Emotional Abuse

Emotionally abused women often have 
PTSD and affective disorders after the 
relationship ends. 20 women were 
assigned to either forgiveness training or 
an alternative training in anger validation, 
assertiveness and interpersonal skill 
building.
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Results
Women in the forgiveness intervention had 

significantly greater improvement in 
depression, trait anxiety, PTSD symptoms, 
self-esteem, forgiveness, environmental 
mastery, and finding meaning in suffering.

Reed, GL et al Enright RD, J. Consult and Clin Psych, Oct 
2006, 920-929.
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Forgiveness Stats
A Longing for the peace and perspective of 

the Authentic Self

• 94% of adults think that forgiveness is a 
good thing, but only 48% have tried it.

• The older we get the higher we score in 
forgiveness of others.

• Men prefer the terminology of letting go of 
grudges rather than forgiveness 
(Thoresen)
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Forgiveness and Health
Unforgiving persons have increased:
•anxiety
•paranoia
•narcissism and callousness toward others
•psychosomatic symptoms
•heart disease
•incidence of physical illness
•depression
•addiction
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Forgiveness is for the Forgiver

• “Anger is like a hot coal you pick up to throw at 
somebody else, but it’s you who gets burned.” -
The Buddha

• “Hatred is a banquet until you realize that you are 
the main course.”-Herbert Benson MD

• “Letting go of a grudge is a way to return to the 
peaceful center inside you.” -Frederic Luskin, Ph.D.; 
former director of the Stanford Forgiveness Project
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Assuming a Larger 
Identity

“Your identity is not equivalent to your 
biography. There is a place in you where you 
have never been wounded, where there’s a 
seamlessness in you, where there is a 
confidence and tranquility in you, and I think 
the intention of prayer and spirituality and love 
is now again to visit that inner kind of 
sanctuary.”     

-John O’Donahue
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And when all else fails…
Consult your local pet therapist
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Text SYNAPSE to 
33777

For more resources and
speaking schedule go to

www.joanborysenko.com

For an mp3 of Joan’s 
Egg of Light
Meditation

75


