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Editor's Note: Our Education Committee news was moved up to this section due to the timeliness of the 
article.  We are pleased to see a former NJAMFT member (and better yet, former State Board Member 
and Education Chair) return for a visit. Muriel Singer Ph.D. and Associate Professor at Kean University, 
had the opportunity to interview our 2014 Healthy Choices, Healthy Families Plenary Speaker Dr. Brent 
Atkinson. If you've not yet registered for the Sep. 19 event, click on the banner below and 
come earn CEUs, meet and greet Dr. Atkinson, choose from the great afternoon workshops 
and visit with your colleagues!  
 
I had the pleasure of speaking to Dr. Brent Atkinson, the plenary speaker at the upcoming NJAMFT 
annual conference, about Pragmatic Experiential Therapy. PET-C applies the new 
knowledge we have about the brain to his work with couples. As Dr. Atkinson 

explained, the brain is open to change throughout life and not only can the brain 

change, but we can learn to use the focus of the mind to actually change the 

connections in the brain itself. His goal with couples is to get partners involved in 

practices that change not only the way they talk to one another, but the way their 

nervous systems operate. In a very real sense, we have two minds, one that thinks 

and one that feels. Dr. Atkinson has found techniques to help them work together. 

The seat of emotion in the brain is the amygdala and it responds to events more 

quickly than the thinking brain. It's calculations are instantaneous and do not 

require our conscious effort. When couples are in the grip of stress, this area kicks 

into overdrive and hijacks the rational mind. This "lizard" brain is the trigger point for the fight or flight 

response. When it's scared or angry it will fight to the death, or run and hide. When couples are 

distressed, there are nearly always problems with conditioned activation or suppression of each partner's 

neural operating system. PET-C changes the way the couple's nervous systems operates. 

 

Dr. Atkinson has developed techniques that are targeted to the way the brain operates. He trains partners 

to monitor their internal worlds with more clarity and focus. When couples can become more aware of 

their own agitated states they can build greater emotional flexibility. By practicing self- regulation 

techniques couples can actually rewire parts of the brain. They systematically engage in reconditioning 

practices that change the way they experience and react to upsetting situations. The most significant 

changes are the result of accumulated mental rehearsals and visualizations of upsetting situations where 

they learn to relax, re-focus and challenge their first impressions and impulses that they usually buy into. 

"Things might not be exactly as they seem" says Dr. Atkinson.  By activating stress, he teaches clients to 

engage in a different sequence of awareness of the internal states that dictate their reactions in distressing 

situations. They learn how to not let their partners push their buttons, and develop the ability to think and 

act differently in the moment when the agitated state is aroused. This reconditioning, coupled with 

mindfulness meditation, strengthens their ability to inhibit those very quick emotional impulses that 

often derail couples. With consistent and frequent repetition and practice, the brain changes and forms 

new connections and patterns. When they increase their emotional intelligence, it becomes a source of 

new information, connection and influence. As partners become better able to self regulate and resolve 

differences respectfully, feelings of love and affection increase spontaneously. When couples therapy fails 

it's because they need the reconditioning of automatic neural processes that usually run the show when 

partners get upset. We are in for a very exciting learning experience with Dr. Atkinson as he shows us 

how we can help couples manage their emotions so their emotions don't manage them. 

Click here to learn more about the conference and register: 2014 Healthy Families/Healthy 

Choices Conference 

 

Muriel Singer 
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