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    Neuroscience of Immersive-Experiential© Methodology 

In order to understand the process by which the Immersive-Experiential© methodology impacts 

attitude, it may be helpful to explain how the brain works [as we understand it today] and how 

attitudes are developed.  An external [or internal] event or stimulus occurs and the brain first 

processes it subconsciously in the amygdala, our fight-flight-freeze center, which determines if 

there is danger.  If there is danger, the amygdala initiates a very quick response.  If there is no 

immediate danger, the amygdala then sends this emotionally coded information to the 

hippocampus where it is compared to other recent experiences putting the event or stimulus into 

context.  This process takes half a second to accomplish.  Now the emotionally coded 

information which has been compared with other more recent experiences is sent to the 

neocortex where rational thought can be applied and a response is formulated.   

Thus, “information processed subconsciously at enormous speed, is compared to patterns already 

existing in the brain derived from previous experiences.  On this basis, the emotional brain 

decides whether what is happening now is threatening or non-threatening.  Only after this 

filtering process has occurred is information sent ‘up’, if necessary, into consciousness . . . It is 

the emotions that propel the higher cortex towards deciding on appropriate reaction to a 

particular situation.  We become conscious of a feeling of anxiety, distrust, anger or attraction, 

and the higher neocortex then has the choice of ratifying or questioning it.  That is when thoughts 

come into play.” [Human Givens by Joe Griffin and Ivan Tyrrell, 2013 page 238] The process by 

which this all takes place is called “pattern matching,” is emotionally based, and takes less than 

half a second.  This is how attitudes are developed, through experiential learning, not conscious 

thought.  Conscious thought can impact attitudes when experience supports it.   

When a person does not feel safe and must be constantly “on guard,” the hippocampus is less 

able to function properly and the communication between the amygdala and hippocampus 

diminishes.  When this happens, the amygdala becomes the organ of response and the rational 

mind’s involvement is greatly reduced.  This is especially true for a trauma pattern where it can 

literally get trapped in the amygdala and not be brought to the conscious mind at all.  With 

complex trauma, the neuropathways to the amygdala are so over used, the amygdala increases in 

physical size and the hippocampus actually decreases in size making its response slower and less 

effective in setting context and transmitting that to the neocortex.  The end result can be PTSD.  

To reverse this process, the neuropathways to the hippocampus must be strengthened, and this is 

accomplished when the person feels safe and has less need for the amygdala response. 

What all this means is that in order to help people change their attitudes and behaviors, they must 

feel safe.  Otherwise, they will not be open to new experiences and ideas, which may conflict 

with their existing beliefs.  When they don’t feel safe they will be focused on their physical 

environment and the threats that exist and are therefore unable to step back and observe 

themselves in the environment.  Without the capacity to step back and observe, their self-

awareness is greatly limited and everything negative that happens to them is someone else’s 

fault.  They cannot take personal responsibility for their actions or thoughts.  It is as though they 

are experiencing tunnel vision. 
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The first diagram below shows the normal processing of a non-stressful event. The second 

diagram illustrates a response to a traumatic or stressful event. The neuropathways are stronger 

to the amygdala. With complex trauma or when repeated stress occurs, the hippocampus and 

neocortex actually shrink in size along with the neuropathways to those organs and those organs 

become less able to process information effectively, which is the case with PTSD. 

 

              

 

This is the reason successful therapeutic programs begin with developing a relationship where 

the participants feel safe and can trust, so the amygdala is not engaged.  The National Institute of 

Corrections, in its publication on Cognitive Behavioral Treatment [CBT], states that in order for 

CBT to be effective, a positive relationship must be developed between the staff leading the 

program and the inmates participating in it.  They say this can take many sessions to accomplish.  

Also, when a program is punitive in nature, as is the case with the “interdependent compliance” 

model where everyone gets penalized for one person’s unacceptable behavior, the outcomes are 

not good.  Laws and structure will make people conform, but connection and community [feeling 

safe, accepted and respected] will empower people to transform. Probably the strongest benefit 

of the Immersive-Experiential© training design is that a high level of trust and safety is 

established within a matter of a few hours, not days.  

This same process occurs with staff development trainings. [See Corrections Today, Jan/Feb, 

2020 article on “Revisioning Staff Training”]  If participants do not feel safe, valued and 

respected or feel bored, they will not be open to new ideas, skills and attitudes.  The immersive-

experiential© training methodology begins with establishing those conditions that promote 

learning and when you add fun to the training, the learning process is energized even more.  

Participants are literally transformed by the training.  Comments like, “This training was life 

altering. Best I have ever had with the state,” and “Not only equipped me to be a better manager, 

but also a better person” are common. 

 


