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OUR SEPTEMBER MEETING 

   

Shame:  Toxic or Healthy? 
Bret Lyon, PhD, SEP 

 

Shame is one of the most powerful and destructive forces in human relationships. Yet all societies 
use shame as a socializing tool. Can there be a healthy and useful aspect to shame? In this 
presentation, we will examine what shame is and how to work with it in the most effective way. We 
will look at the scope and complexity of shame, which is both a primary emotion and a freeze state. 
We will explore the four main reactions to shame, which are more visible than shame itself, which is 
often hidden.  We will also examine the crucial factors that determine whether shame is toxic or 
healthy.  

 

Bret Lyon, PhD, SEP has been 
a consultant/teacher of 
Somatic and Emotional 
Mindfulness for over 25 years 
and holds doctorates in both 
Psychology and Drama.  He 
has led workshops on Healing 
Shame in many cities 
throughout the US and 
Canada. He is certified in 
Focusing and Somatic 
Experiencing. He has trained 
in EFT with Sue Johnson, 
AEDP with Diana Fosha, 
Coherence Therapy with 
Bruce Ecker and Reichian 
Breathwork with Al Bauman. 
His work with shame stems 
from his own personal 
experience as well as 
extensive reading in shame 
theory. While Bret has presented to us before, this presentation consists of material new to RECAMFT.  Bret can be 
reached 510-420-1441 or by email:  bret@healingshame.com  
 

    S E  P  T E M B E R    2 0 1 4 
  

 

September 12th RECAMFT Meeting 
10:30 - 11:00 social & sign in 

11:00 – 1:00 meeting 

 

Shame:  Toxic or Healthy? 
Bret Lyon, PhD, SEP 

 

 
 

IF THE PARKING LOT IS FULL, YOU CAN PARK AT THE J.C.GARAGE ACROSS MENDOCINO AVE.FOR $3 OR ASK 
PERMISSION TO PARK AT THE EGGAN AND LANCE MORTUARY.  IF YOU DO NOT ASK THE TOWING COST IS 

$225. 
 

See our entire, exciting October - June meetings on page 7! 
 

1.5 CEUs AVAILABLE – RECAMFT CEU PROVIDER PCE 2322 
MEETINGS ARE OPEN TO ALL ~ NON-MEMBERS PAY $5 (OR $15 FOR CEUS) 

 ODDFELLOWS TEMPLE/MERCER HALL, 545 PACIFIC AVENUE, SANTA ROSA 

mailto:bret@healingshame.com


2 

 

 
 
  
 
 

  “Stepping Stones” 

 

Peek-a-boo with a delighted baby is 
healing to your soul. Fourteen month 
old Finn pulled a little wooden toy 
alligator around the RECAMFT day-

long Board retreat last month. He giggled with joy when 
Bob Dalzell, our Chief Financial Officer, played peek-a-
boo with him.  
 
Afterwards, I wondered, “What if Finn becomes 
RECAMFT’s President when he grows up?” As Past 
President Lani Lee’s pregnancy progressed last year, all 
of us joked Finn was RECAMFT’s littlest Co-President. 
Lani discovered at 
an early age she 
wanted to be a 
Marriage and 
Family Therapist; 
perhaps Finn will 
follow in his 
mother’s ( -- ) 
footsteps.  
 
During the retreat 
we asked 
ourselves, “What is 
our vision for 
RECAMFT in seven 
generations?” I am optimistic thirty-five years from now 
Marriage and Family Therapists will still be in demand. If 
he remains in the family business, I am confident that 
baby Finn will make a fine RECAMFT President at that 
time (when the October 15th deadline rolls around the 
Nominating Committee can ascertain if he has a masters 
degree and license). 
 
These are the hopes and dreams Board members laid out 
for Finn’s RECAMFT.  
“In 2049 I want RECAMFT to be….” 
 

 A well-known resource to Sonoma County – The 
EXPERTS on mental health.  

 Friends with NAMI (National Alliance on Mental 
Illness) and other psychological associations.  

 Maintaining the current mission, but in a form 
beyond our imaginations.  

 Friendly, welcoming and supportive to our 
professional community.  

 The place for people aspiring to become healers, 
to become informed, formed, supported, and 
mentored. 

 Where LMFTs, LCSWs, LPCCs, and Psychologists 
get fabulous CEs and networking opportunities 
in Sonoma County, CA.  

 Continuing our unique “Tribal Council” style 
Board meetings.  

 Supporting therapists – community and 
connection.  

 Owning a building with small and large meeting 
rooms for our use, for groups, and for 
community events and presentations.  

 Expanding active intern and student 
populations. 

 Managing a bank account with a large reserve 
fund with 1-2 years operating costs.  

 
As our hostess, Lainey Sohier-Gayler, read aloud the idea 
of having our own building, there was a chorus of “oohs” 
as eyes opened wider. We were proud to hear Bob say 
we currently have about fifteen months of reserves. Finn 
and his pre-school cohort will thank us for leaving our 
descendants a strong organization. Already RECAMFT is 
well on the way to accomplishing our 2049 vision. 
 
Highlights of the Board retreat:  
 

 Creation of a Communications Committee that 
will work on RECAMFT’s messaging, including 
revamping our website to be much more 
dynamic, beautiful and interactive. Cynthia 
Halliday (Conference Chair), Gail Van Buuren 
(Newsletter Editor) and myself volunteered to 
get it started. Please send ideas to 
therapy@recamft.org or jump right in and help. 

 A vote for an “Inclusivity Statement” to position 
us as an organization that is mindful of diversity, 
and alerts all our presenters and visitors that we 
uphold the highest standards of 
multiculturalism. President-Elect Kris Spangler 
will write a first draft. When adopted Denise 
Safont (Programs Chair) and Cynthia Halliday will 
update our presenters.  

President’s Message 
Laura Strom, LMFT                                                             
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 The Bylaws Committee will review ours with a 
fine-toothed comb, and make a 
recommendation for any needed amendments 
so we can move towards electronic voting 
procedures by the mid-November-December 
voting period. Lainey, Gail, Kris and Secretary 
Deborah Haarstad volunteered for this lofty task.  

 
In 1974 when our forebears started this organization I 
was barely a teen. What hopes, visions and dreams did 
they hold for us, their successors, these healers who 
broke new ground as Marriage, Family and Child 
Counselors? What was their vision for their fledgling 
organization 40 years in the future? I bet they would be 
delighted to learn RECAMFT was voted CAMFT’s #1 top 
chapter in 2014.  
 
As an intern, my supervisor emphasized my goal was to 
give clients such a positive experience of counseling, so 
they would be open to seeking it again. She said I was a 
stepping stone in a life-long series of healers.  
 
Just as our founders did forty years ago, RECAMFT 
consciously lays solid stones that will lead to a bright 
future for our descendants in 2049. Imagining the 75th 
Diamond Anniversary of the founding of RECAMFT is a 
wonderful vision as we celebrate our 40th birthday this 
year. When Finn’s invitation to the gala arrives, I know 
just the gown I will wear. I’m excited! 
 

Laura Strom, LMFT can be reached at LCStrom@gmail.com 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Secretary, Deborah Haarstad talks with Website 

Manager, Hal Forman and Conference Co-Chair, 

Annette Seibel after a delicious lunch on Lainey’s 

front deck 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

RECAMFT TEAM 
 

BOARD OF DIRECTORS 

 

PRESIDENT:   Laura Strom 889-9168 
PRESIDENT ELECT:  Kris Spangler 829-8293 
PAST PRESIDENT:   Lani Lee 331-5246 
SECRETARY:   Deborah Haarstad 484-7242 
TREASURER:   Bob Dalzell 765-1009 
 

DIRECTORS-AT-LARGE: 
 

Programs:   Denise Safont, Chair 792-8277 
     Michael Krikorian 579-0838 
     Doug Silberstein 583-2353 
     Jonathan Fox 548-8350      
Membership:  Catherine Capitani 529-5529 
Interns:      Vacant 

   

NEWSLETTER 

Editor/Formatting:  Gail Van Buuren 494-4198 

 

COMMITTEE CHAIRS 
 

Recharge Raffle:  Vacant 
CEUs:  Susan Amanda Schratter 
Ethics:  Coralia Serafim   781-0133 
Hospitality:  Susan Hartz & Judith Peletz   
Website:  Hal Forman 829-6880 
     Emeritus:  F. Michael Montgomery   578-9385 
Community Outreach: Kim-Lien Chavez 
Conferences:   Cynthia Halliday 544-1513 
         Annette Seibel 

                     

STAFF   
Administrative Consultant:  Pam Ward   575-0596 

 

RECAMFT Mentorship 

 
A no-cost benefit for RECAMFT interns 

 
Volunteer licensed therapists are available to 

interns for up to two hours a month to discuss a 
variety of things.  This is not a supervisory 

relationship.  Interns are encouraged to contact 
different mentors. 

 
Learn more about the RECAMFT 

Mentorship program on our website at 
www.recamft.org under Intern Support. 

http://www.recamft.org/


4 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 

RECAMFT’s Newest Members 
 
WELCOME to our newest RECAMFT members who 
joined during the summer!  We are so glad you are a part 
of RECAMFT 2014!  We look forward to getting to know 
you:   

Linda Collett  Sierra Lindborg  
Renee Masotti  Brigitte Mendoza 
Rachel Newman Robin Stuart 
Chelsea Sloane  Julie Waters 
Gayle Whitlock 

 

Catherine Capitani, MFT, Membership Chair 
membership@recamft.org  

 

 

 

 

September’s Recharge Raffle 
 

 
 

Our next lucky raffle winner will receive an initial 
consultation and evaluation for Nutritional Testing  with 
Dawn Dolan of Rejuvenation and Well Being - a $165 
value! 
 
Dawn has been practicing Acupoint Nutritional (or 
Integrative) Testing since 2004. She has trained for the 
past several years with Dr. Freddie Ulan using Nutritional 
Response Testing, and with microbiologist and Clinical 
Nutritionist Dan Newell using Acupoint Integrative 
Testing. 
 
The nutritional testing uses specific points along the 
acupuncture meridians to check specific homeopathic 
antigens, hormones, vitamins, minerals, as well as other 
physiological markers to monitor the integrity of the 
body systems, creating a remarkably successful 
methodology for pinpointing appropriate whole food 
supplements and herbal remedies. The results speak for 
themselves! 
 
Since 1990, Dawn Dolan has also been a practitioner of 
Jin Shin Jyutsu, a gentle art practiced by placing the 
fingertips (over clothing) on specific points along the 
energy meridians in the body to harmonize and restore 
the body’s energy flow. This balancing method 
simultaneously affects the physical, mental and 
emotional well-being of the person being treated.  
 
Dawn is a strong advocate for integrative healthcare, 
consulting with medical doctors, chiropractors, acu-
puncturists, psychotherapists, body workers, massage 
therapists and other healthcare professionals. 
 
Please support our generous donor, Dawn Dolan.  She 
can be reached at www.rejuvandwellbeing.com and 707-
795-1063. 

 
The RECAMFT Recharge Raffle is designed to offer one of our 
lucky members a way of restoring, rejuvenating and revitalizing 
themselves.  The donors receive free advertising in our 
newsletter in this column; our therapists receive gifts designed 
for their ability to “recharge.”  It’s a win-win! 
 

 

ETHICS ROUNDTABLE 
The Ethics Roundtable meets once each in the Fall, Winter, and 

Spring.  Our meetings are warm, informal and welcoming, 
encouraging discussion of sometimes sticky issues.  Topics may 

come from our clinical practices, or be generated by other 
ethical concerns brought in by one of us. 

The meetings are informative, stimulating and enjoyable. 
RECAMFT members are invited to attend.  No ongoing 

commitment is required. 

Next Meeting – Friday, Oct. 24, 2014 
1:30 - 3:00 pm 

More information? call Coralia Serafim at 
 781-0133 

 

 

 

JOIN RECAMFT’S LISTSERVE 

 

It’s easy. Just send your request to join 

the RECAMFT Chapter Yahoo Group: 

recamft-subcribe@yahoogroups.com 

 

Include your full name.  Myron 

Walters will confirm your RECAMFT 

membership and admit you.  We are 

now 115 strong. 

mailto:recamft-subcribe@yahoogroups.com
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What You Missed 
By Doug Silberstein 

 
RECAMFT meeting, Mary Crocker Cook, D. Min., LMFT, 
gave a very engaging, informative presentation on 
working with parents of adult alcoholics and addicts. The 
main thesis of her presentation was that many parents 
have difficulty letting go and setting healthy boundaries 
with their adult children because of the parent’s 
underlying attachment wounding. In this way she sees 
“co-dependency” as a result of disrupted attachment.  
 
It is understandably quite terrifying to have a child who 
is addicted to drugs or alcohol. The parent of the adult 
addict is constantly facing loss through possible 
accidental death, incarceration and other kinds of 
separation. This means that the parent experiences the 
neuro-adrenal reactivity that comes from frequent or 
chronic anxiety, and hence, engages in efforts to reduce 
that anxiety and distress. The particular expressions of 
these defensive, reflexive efforts are based upon the 
parent’s attachment style. 

 
 
Mary, therefore, emphasized that the parent who has 
difficulty letting go and setting healthy boundaries 
doesn’t become co-dependent because of their child’s 
addiction – he or she had attachment wounding and an 
insecure attachment style before their child’s addiction. 
Just like with their own parents who may have been 
erratic, unresponsive, abusive, etc., and therefore did 
not nurture secure attachment, parents of adult 
alcoholics/addicts now find themselves in relationship 
with their adult children who can also be erratic, 
unavailable, volatile, etc., triggering deep-seated anxiety 
and resultant maladaptive coping mechanisms to allay 
that anxiety. 
 

Parents with an avoidant style might put up a thick wall 
between themselves and their adult child in an attempt 
to not feel the anxiety that comes with contact and the 
correlated threats of separation, unresponsiveness and 
volatility. Parents 
with an anxious-
ambivalent style 
are more likely to 
be over-available 
and over-involved 
in attempts to ward 
off the underlying 
anxiety that comes 
with the 
inconsistency, 
unpredictability 
and potential loss. 
Either way, the 
coping behaviors 
inherent in the 
parent’s 
attachment style can increase unhealthy relational 
dynamics and inadvertently complicate the recovery 
efforts of their adult child. 
 
Symptoms to look out for that are manifestations of 
maladaptive strategies for coping with the anxiety 
include the parent’s lack of attunement to self and 
others, lack of trust in the motivation and/or strength of 
others’ attachment to him or her, tendency to escalate 
and/or manipulate in order to be paid attention to, 
denial of attachment or dependency needs, avoidance of 
intimacy and putting up walls instead of limits.  
 
Mary emphasized that there are physical as well as 
psychological symptoms and that these symptoms are 
not just reasonable results of attachment wounding but 
indications of physiological risk: co-dependency is a 
“chronic stress disease” that endangers the health of the 
co-dependent individual. When working with parents of 
adult addicts, therefore, it is essential to attend to 
attachment wounding and increase client self-care. 
 
Mary Crocker Cook is in private practice in San Jose and 
is the founder and coordinator of the San Jose City 
College Alcohol and Drug Studies Program. She is the 
author of, Awakening Hope: A Developmental, 
Behavioral, Biological Approach to Codependency 
Treatment and Afraid to Let Go. Visit Mary’s website at 
www.marycrockercook.com or contact her at 
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mary@connectionscounselingassociates.com or 408-
448-0333. 
 
Doug Silberstein, MFT is in private practice in Santa Rosa and 
San Rafael. He focuses on working with couples, parents, young 
adolescent boys and clients going through family conflict and 
divorce.  He primarily employs experiential and attachment-
based approaches in working with his clients and can be 
reached at 707-583-2353.  
 

 
 

 

 

RECAMFT Board Openings 2014-2015 
 
Have you been wanting to become more involved with 
your professional community? The RECAMFT Board 
currently has several positions open for the upcoming 
2015 year, including President Elect, Treasurer, Intern 
Chair, CEU Administrator, and Hospitality Chair. This is an 
opportunity to contribute meaningfully to our 
professional community- especially since RECAMFT is 
currently gaining exciting momentum! Being on the 
Board is also a great opportunity to network and to allow 
our community to get to know you personally and 
professionally. Each position offers unique ways to 
support our community. If you feel called to participate, 

please contact a current board member for additional 
information about your position of interest by November 
2014; we look forward to hearing from you!  
 
My time on the board as President Elect, President and 
Past President these past few years has been a rich and 
rewarding experience. It has allowed me to take 
ownership and feel a sense of belonging and rootedness 
in the RECAMFT community. I am so grateful to be 
surrounded by the wealth of personal and professional 
depth of my colleagues. I thank each one of you for your 
contributions!                                Lani Lee, Past President 
 

 

 
 

FREE DROP-IN SUPPORT GROUP 

 

Are you a family member or friend of a loved one who is 
struggling with an addiction? You are not alone. Many 
people experience the fear and worry 
about the safety of their addicted friend 
or relative every single day. Feeling like 
you have no control and are helpless can 
lead to intense anxiety, confusion and 
even panic.  
Please contact me if you would like to attend this group 
at my office in Petaluma on Mondays from 6-7pm. I am a 
Licensed Therapist with over 15 years of experience 
working in the field of addiction. 
 

Denise Safont, LMFT  ~  MFC#52731  ~  707-664-5168 
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DVD Tuesdays at the Family Justice 
Center with Laura Levin 

 

For some time I have been attending (when able) the 
once a month DVD viewings and group discussion with 
Laura Levin and her therapy dog, Winston.  These 
monthly meetings are open to the therapeutic 
community.  We watch a DVD on research and methods 
and have open discussions with each other bringing up 
cases of our own, our experiences, or other information 
to share. 
 

Recently, we watched a three part series on Body 
Oriented Trauma Therapy, which was excellent.  In fact, 
the few attending the August 12th viewing found the 
third DVD, Children and Groups, so fascinating and full of 
great information that we agreed we wanted to see it 
again at the September 16th meeting and stop it after 
each talk and demonstration so we could discuss what 
we had seen. 
I know that several of our members attend from time to 
time, but wonder if more of you would be interested in 
coming.  Reservations are not required, but it would help 
to have an idea of how many are interested in attending 
in case we need to move to a larger room. 
 

Here is what you need to know:   Laura’s email address is 
Laura Levin levinl@schsd.org.   We meet from 9 – 11am 
on Tuesday, Sept. 16.  If you cannot come that day but 
want to get on her email list, write her and say so.  The 
address of the Family Justice Center is 2755 Mendocino 
Ave, Santa Rosa (not too far south of Bicentennial on the 
west side.)  Simply arrive at the FJC and check in with the 
receptionist in the lobby.  You will be shown back to the 
room where we meet.  I do hope more of you will take 
advantage of this valuable (free!) and informative 
networking opportunity. 
 

Gail Van Buuren, RECAMFT Newsletter Editor 
 

 
OUR BANNER AT THE SANTA ROSA WEDNESDAY NIGHT MARKET 

 

 

RECAMFT Programs 
2014-2015 

 
Oct.10, 2014 Lorraine Segal, LMFT 
 Talking to Clients about Forgiveness 
 
Nov. 14, 2014 Daniel J. Sonkin, PhD, LMFT 
 Enhancing Attachment Security for  
 Therapists & Clients:  Clinical and 
 Neurobiological Perspectives 
 
Dec. 12, 2014 Dr. Meagan Pugh 
 Transform Your Inner Tyrants:  The 
 Internal Family Model and Somatic 
 Art Therapy 
 
Jan. 9, 2015 Susan Pease Gadoua, LCSW 
 Is Marriage as We Know It Dying?  
 Newly Emerging Nuptial Trends That 
 Every Therapist Should Be Aware of 
 
Feb. 13, 2015 Michelle Minero, LMFT 
 Self-Love Diet:  A Therapeutic  
 Framework for Treatment & Relapse 
 Prevention for Individuals in Recovery 
 From Eating Disorders 
 
Mar. 13, 2015   John Omaha, LMFT 
 Introduction to Affect Centered Therapy 
 
Apr. 10, 2015    Diane Gleim, LMFT 

Common Mistakes Therapists Make 
When Treating Sexual Issues 

 
May 8, 2015    Hannah Caratti, LMFT 
 Adjunct Therapies for Clients with 
 Anxiety & PTSD 
 
June 12, 2015    Richard P. Olcese, PsyD 

Neuropsychological Treatment of 
Trauma: Minor Brain Injury and Post 
Traumatic Stress Disorder 

  
  

mailto:levinl@schsd.org
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Reaching Out at the Wednesday Night 
Market in Santa Rosa 

 
Under Kim-Lien Chavez’s enthusiastic and innovative 
leadership, the Outreach Committee and friends pulled 
together the elements of a booth for the Market and set 
it up.  Laura Strom and Cynthia Halliday worked on the 
graphics for the banner (featured above) and the 
brochures and magnetic cards (featured below) and the 
rest of us worked on setting up the booth and peopling 
it.  We were there on July 30th and August 20th. 
 

 
 

 
KIM-LIEN CHAVEZ, ANITA LAFOLLETTE, AND JENNIFER BALLARD 

 

We are still processing the results of the venture and are 
working on other ways of creating community awareness 
of what LMFTs have to offer.  More to come. 
 
For more information or to join in contact Kim-Lien 
Chavez, MFT, Outreach Committee klcmft@yahoo.com 
or 707- 324-9699 
 

 

 
 

 

mailto:klcmft@yahoo.com
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Office Space 
 

Sublet now available; two or three days a week, with an 
opportunity to increase days in the future. Beautiful 
office in a lovely little house with other reputable, 
established therapists and an Organizational 
Development Consultant. Includes off-street parking, 
nicely equipped kitchen, Internet, copy machine, waiting 
room, utilities. Close to Memorial Hospital. Great 
opportunity for someone to grow a practice! Please 
contact Marie F. Piazza at 707-570-3940 or 
mfpmft@sonic.net 
 
Lovely therapy offices in beautiful historic building on 
Cherry St in Santa Rosa. 2 spaces available immediately. 
Includes all utilities, wifi, waiting room, break room, and 
a congenial atmosphere. If interested contact Alan at 
siegle@mcn.org. 
 

 
 
 
                                     
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Ads & Announcements 

  

MARIN COUNTY CAMFT WORKSHOP 
On Saturday, September 27th, 2014 

9am to 12:30pm – 3.5 CEUs (Provider #528) 

Corte Madera 

Costs and much more information 

www.marincamft.org or barbgris@aol.com  

 

Health Care Reform and Insurance: 

What EVERY Therapist Should 

Know 

Presented by Barbara Griswold, 

LMFT 
Author of Navigating the Insurance Maze:  The Therapist’s 

Complete Guide to Working with Insurance – and  Whether You 

Should 

Learn: 
 How the Affordable Care Act may affect you 

 12 Crucial Questions to ask when checking coverage 

 Line-by-line claim instructions to the new CMS-1500 

CLAIM FORM 

 What out of network providers need to know 

 And much more 

 

 

 

Men Evolving Non-Violently (M.E.N.) of  

Sonoma County  

& 

 REDWOOD EMPIRE CA ASSOCIATION 

OF MARRIAGE & FAMILY THERAPISTS  
CEU Provider #PCE 2322 CAMFT 

 

 

In Recognition of Domestic Violence Awareness Month 

 

 
Invites you to attend 

Trauma, Violence and 
Men 

Art Fisher 
 

Co-founder of Nova Scotia Trauma Informed 
Network and International Trainer on:  Violence 

and Trauma Informed Practice 
 

October 24, 9am – 4pm  

Odd Fellows Temple, 545 Pacific Ave 

Santa Rosa 

$75 Box Lunch included 

Register/ learn more: 

www.sonomacountymen.org 
 

Professional Domestic Violence Intervention (DVI) 

services are often promoted with the promise of 

respectful collaborative, and non-violent 

treatment. Unfortunately, no matter how much we 

want to be skilled and helpful, it is easy to 

unintentionally re-traumatize our clients.  (Fisher, 

2o005, 2008; Weinberg, 2005) 

This experiential workshop offers an opportunity 

to explore this ethical conundrum and other issues, 

involved in working in the DVI sector.  We will be 

viewing these issues through the lens of “Trauma 

and Violence Informed” practices developed by Art 

Fisher and his colleagues.  We will explore ways to 

weave evidence-based best approaches into your 

professional practice.  We will also briefly explore 

how to begin creating opportunities for personal, 

interpersonal, and social change. 

 

Earn 6 CEUs for LMFTs or LCSWs 

 
 

mailto:mfpmft@sonic.net
http://www.marincamft.org/
mailto:barbgris@aol.com
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Your text message made me feel :-) 
Using Technology to Enhance Attachment 

Security 
by Daniel Sonkin, PhD, LMFT 

Sausalito, CA 

 

"I received a text message from my wife, and 

before I even read it, I smiled!" 

 

John Bowlby's attachment theory (1969, 1973, 1980) 
revolutionized developmental and social psychology (Cassidy and 
Shaver, 2008), and infant mental health research (Beatrice and 
Lachmann, 2013). More recently both researchers and clinicians 
have begun to explore its clinical application as well (Wallin, 2007; 
Fonagy, 2010; Obegi and Berant, 2010). Attachment theory has 
become a widely accepted concept, whose clinical appeal has grown 
over the past decade. Social and personality psychologists have also 
been interested in attachment theory, primarily in its application to 
adult relationships (Mikulincer and Shaver, 2010) and group 
dynamics (Simpson and Rholes, 1998). Two particular social 
psychologists, Mario Mikulincer and Philip Shaver (2010) through 
their collaboration, have greatly expanded our understanding of 
attachment in adult relationships, and in particular, the underlying 
cognitive and emotional processes that lead to particular 
attachment behaviors (Mikulincer, Shaver, Sapir-Lavid & Avihou-
Kanza, 2009). What is most fascinating is their research on secure 
base priming which they have been conducting for the past 13 years 
(Mikulincer and Shaver, 2001). The implications of their findings, as 
well as the methodology they employed, are very applicable to our 
work as psychotherapists. 
 
Secure Base Priming 

In their original study, Mikulincer and Shaver were able to 
create a research methodology that asks the following question. Can 
we alter adult insecure attachment emotional, cognitive and 
behavioral patterns temporarily, so as to reflect secure attachment? 
In other words, people with insecure attachment temporarily act like 
they have secure attachment? The answer turned out to be yes. And 
this methodology has been repeated many, many times over the past 
13 years. This was done through a process called secure base priming. 
Secure base priming has been found to be correlated to a wide range 
of positive outcomes. It has been associated with increased 
compassion, altruism, and openness to different ethnic groups. It has 
been found to temporarily increase self-esteem (Carnelley and Rowe, 
2010), reduced anger (Dutton, unpublished manuscript) and possibly 
even protect people from post-traumatic stress disorder (Mikulincer, 
Shaver & Horesh, 2006). Most of the studies have involved single 
priming exposure and the changes are generally short-lived (minutes 
or hours). There are only a few studies on the long-term effects of 
multiple priming experiences; which to date look promising (Gillath, 
Selcuk and Shaver, 2008). 

Priming is a form of implicit memory. It is how we often 
learn things through indirect observation, rather than a focused 
attempt to develop a skill - though it can also occur via a more 
deliberate process of attention. Mikulincer and Shaver used both 
subliminal and supraliminal priming techniques to activate "secure 
base" mental representations of individuals assessed as having 
insecure attachment as measured by an empirically validated 

assessment questionnaire (Fraley, Heffernan, Vicary, & Brumbaugh, 
2011). 

Typical priming techniques include the subliminal 
presentation of words (eg, love, hug, etc.) and images (parents and 
children, couples, etc) on a computer screen. It may also include 
visual imagery, such as recalling actual secure base experiences. In 
their original priming studies Mikulincer and Shaver also asked 
subjects to create (make up) a secure base story, which had the same 
effects as actual secure base memories. Subsequent studies have 
included subliminal presentation of the names and images of the 
subject's actual attachment figures. 

More recent imaging studies have determined that secure 
priming does affect particular brain structures, which suggests that 
secure attachment can be neurologically differentiated from insecure 
attachment (Canterberry & Gillath, 2012; Gillath, Adams, & Kunkel, 
2012). These studies point to a number of physiological processes in 
the brain that may give rise to attachment security. Secure base 
priming appears to in part activate memories (ostensibly of positive 
attachment experiences) (Quirin, Gillath, Pruessner & Eggert, 2010) 
in conjunction with the simultaneous activation of structures related 
to the release of attachment-enhancing hormones, such as 
vasopressin, oxytocin and dopamine (Gillath, Shaver, Baek & Chun, 
2008.)  It is theorized that when the brain is primed to activate 
positive memories (mental images), feelings and thoughts of 
attachment, these representations are more readily available when 
experiencing stress, distress or when there is an opportunity for 
dyadic soothing or problem-solving (Mikulincer, Shaver, Sapir-Lavid, 
& Avihou-Kanza, 2009).  

 
Priming and Psychotherapy 

Secure base priming techniques are very similar to what 
occurs in psychotherapy. Therapists utilize words and their non-
verbal expressions to express affection, caring, support and concern 
for their clients. They also suggest solutions to specific as well as 
general problems the client is experiencing. Often therapists will 
encourage clients to remember positive outcomes from the past, or 
imagine positive outcomes in the future (both of which result in the 
creation of mental images in the brain). All of these aspects of therapy 
both directly and indirectly experientially give clients secure base 
experiences. It is the hope of most therapists, that these repeated 
experiences will result in change. One can say that clinicians are 
exposing their clients to repeated secure base priming. 

However, there is a huge difference between temporarily 
changing attachment representations and/or affect in the laboratory 
via computer, and doing so in psychotherapy with a real live person. 
However, change in psychotherapy can be a long, arduous process 
that could take years to generalize in outside relationships. So a 
critical question is can therapists use the secure base priming 
research to enhance the already security-boosting effects of 
psychotherapy?  

Therapists often recommend adjunctive activities that 
clients can participate in that support change, such as medication, 
changes in lifestyle, and mindfulness or meditation training.  
Mindfulness meditation, in particular, has been shown to improve 
mood (reduce depression and anxiety) and promote positivity (states 
of well-being). Davidson (2004) found that individuals who meditated 
for 30 minutes a day, six days a week for two months changed the 
their activation ratio of their prefrontal cortex - from favoring 
withdraw emotions on the right to favoring approach emotions on the 
left. This change resulted in reduced anxiety and increased states of 
wellbeing. Secure base priming may also be a valuable adjunct to 
traditional psychotherapy.  
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Texting Can Make You Happy 
In a recent study researchers explored whether texting 

secure base priming guided imagery exercises can increase self-
reported feelings of "felt security" (Otway, Carnelley and Rowe, 
2013). These researchers expanded the traditional view of felt 
security as feeling care, love and safety. They have included an energy 
component that can best be described as a "subjective vitality as 
feelings of aliveness and vivacity." They differentiate this state as 
discretely different from an overall sense of positivity (Luke, Sedikides 
and Carnelley, 2012). Their rational for this particular experiment was 
their belief that it was logistically impractical to prime individuals only 
in the laboratory. Due to the wide spread use of smart phones, the 
researchers decided to explore whether or not texting could 
substitute for in-lab priming.  

Subjects were assigned to either a secure or neutral priming 
condition before starting the priming process. During the first 
exposure (which was conducted in the laboratory), subjects were 
asked to either write a story about a security-inducing attachment 
figure or a neutral assignment (eg. A supermarket shopping trip). 
Twenty-four hours later, subjects were texted a 3-minute 
visualization task (either secure or neutral). Twenty-four hours later, 
subjects received another text with another 3-minute visualization 
task (secure or neutral). And again twenty-four hours later they 
received another text. They received a total of five primes over the 
course of a week every twenty-four hours. Felt security was measured 
with a 16-item scale (that was developed by the researchers) which 
assesses feeling secure and safe (eg, loved).  

The findings in line with other secure base priming studies. 
Secure base priming increased feelings of "felt security" as compared 
to the neutral primes. Most importantly, they found that the feelings 
of felt security stayed active for a number of days. This is important 
because it suggests that repeated priming may act as security 
boosters over time. The results suggest that texting can be used as an 
intervention with clients. CBT therapists have been using texting to 
facilitate treatment for a number of years now (Aguilera and Monoz, 
2011). Why can't attachment-oriented therapists do the same? 

 
Secure Base Priming Program 

Another way of delivering secure base primes to a client is 
through the Internet. The smart phones that are able to receive text 
messages also have access to online information via a web 
browser. I have developed a web site (www.securebasepriming.org) 
that is able to deliver three different types of primes to a user, which 
can be accessed by the client at any time. The three 
priming exercises are words (secure, support, care, etc.), images 
(mother/fathers and children, opposite and same-sex couples  all of 
different ethnicities) and guided imagery exercises. The 
three guided imagery exercises based on the concept of a Secure Base 
Script (Waters & Waters,2006). 

"If I encounter an obstacle and/or become distressed, I can 
approach a significant other for help; he or she is likely to be available 
and supportive; I will experience relief and comfort as a result of 
proximity to this person; I can then return to other activities."  

The first guided imagery exercise is simply an affirmation 
(saying the secure base script aloud). The second guided imagery 
exercise is the creation of a story that reflects the secure base script. 
And the third guided imagery exercise is the recalling of an actual 
secure base experience with a real-life attachment figure.  

The web site is the basis of an online research study that 
will examine the effects of repeated secure base priming on 
attachment style, mood and relationship behaviors (as measure by 
the partner of subjects). Therapists, who are interested in referring 

subjects, are welcomed to try out the primes themselves and see 
what effects they may have on their mood and attachment style.  
 
Conclusion 

Utilizing technology for enhancing attachment security has 
potential, but more questions need to be answered before making 
any claims of beneficial effect to the public. First, we need to know 
whether or not repeated priming can have a lasting effect on 
attachment security. We know that the studies date have found short 
term effects, but it's not clear whether or not those changes can be 
sustained over time. Like most brain-training programs, it is likely that 
the client will need to prime over a longer period of time in order to 
experience lasting effects. Plus, we don't know if after a specified 
period, whether or not the effects will begin to plateau or wane 
altogether. We don't if clients need one type of prime or different 
types of primes over time. We also don't know if there are any 
adverse effects of priming. All of these questions, and more need to 
be answered through research. However, in the meantime, there is 
no question that real relationships can enhance attachment security  
this is already been demonstrated though longitudinal studies on 
attachment (Roisman, Padrón, Sroufe & Egeland, 2002). Whether or 
not these effects can be gained electronic means is still yet to be 
determined.  

 
Bibliography 
Aguilera, A., & Muñoz, R. F. (2011). Text messaging as an adjunct to 
CBT in low-income populations: A usability and feasibility pilot study. 
Professional Psychology: Research and 
Practice, 42(6), 472. 
Beebe, B., & Lachmann, F. M. (2013). Infant research and adult 
treatment: Co-constructing interactions. Routledge. 
Bowlby, J. (1969). Attachment and loss: Vol. 1. Attachment (2nd Ed). 
London: Hogarth Press. 
Bowlby, J. (1973). Attachment and loss: Vol. 2. Separation. New 
York: Basic. 
Bowlby, J. (1980). Attachment and loss: Vol. 3. Loss, sadness, and 
depression. New York: Basic Books. 
Canterberry, M., & Gillath, O. (2012). Neural Evidence for a 
Multifaceted Model of Attachment Security. International Journal of 
Psychophysiology. 
Cassidy, J., & Shaver, P. R. (Eds.). (2008). Handbook of attachment: 
Theory, research, and clinical applications. Guilford Press. 
Davidson, R. J. (2004). Making a life worth living neural correlates of 
well-being. Psychological Science, 15(6), 367-372. 
Fonagy, P. (2010). Attachment theory and psychoanalysis. Other 
Press, LLC. 
Fraley, R. C., Heffernan, M. E., Vicary, A. M., & Brumbaugh, C. C. 
(2011). The experiences in close relationships--Relationship 
Structures Questionnaire: A method for assessing attachment 
orientations across relation-ships.Psychological assessment, 23(3), 
615. 
Gillath, O. E., Adams, G. E., & Kunkel, A. E. (2012). 

 

Editor’s Note:  I shrank the font 2 sizes to fit this article in 
but just could not squeeze the whole column’s worth of the 
remaining resources Daniel included.  I have them and am 
more than happy to share them with whoever wants to 
contact me for them.  Email me at gailvb13@gmail.com if 
you would like me to send them along to you. 
    Gail Van Buuren 
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