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SUMMARY
Dyadic Developmental Psychotherapy, created by Dr. Dan Hughes, explains the experiences of children
who have experienced trauma and disrupted relationships early in life, along with parental attitudes
that can rebuild the child’s ability to trust and heal their emotional and behavioral dysregulation. Dr.
Hughes and Dr. Jonathan Baylin say that traumatized children need a parent that has an open-hearted,
compassionate and reflective presence. Dr. Hughes describes this presence as comprising a “PACE
attitude,” one that is Playful, Accepting, Curious and Empathic. The DDP Therapist must develop their
own open-hearted, compassionate, reflective and “PACEful” presence in order to help caregivers
acquire it as well. However, the child himself or herself often tries to make their therapists, caregivers
and carers feel angry, anxious, inadequate, and like giving up, the opposite of a therapeutic attitude.
So how does a therapist or carer maintain their open, engaged PACEful attitude in the face of the child’s
coercion to become angry and discouraged and give up?
The Way of the Bodhisattva, an 8th century Indian text by the Buddhist teacher Shantideva, provides
surprising perspective into this question. Pema Chödrön, in her interpretation of the text, describes a
bodhisattva as “Always working to be there for other people without shutting down.” Bodhisattvas work
to develop the same open-hearted, compassionate and reflective presence that the traumatized child’s
therapist and parent must develop. Their aim, which Pema Chödrön calls “mission impossible,” is to the
relieve the suffering of all humanity.
The ancient text gives instructions which are as relevant to today’s therapist as they are to the aspiring
bodhisattva. It recommends practices for controlling the mind, developing a spirit of generosity, building
patience, deliberately experiencing the suffering of others, and gathering virtue. It includes a practice of
confession, which it describes as “laying aside our neurotic crimes,” that gives insight into the selfexamination required to heal relationship ruptures, which are frequent occurrences when working with
a traumatized child. An approach called merciful investigation provides a safe space for all experience to
be explored.
The aim of the bodhisattva practice is to awaken one’s own bodhichitta, defined as “A completely open
heart and mind,” as well as “An intense desire to alleviate suffering.” In DDP language, bodhichitta is an
all-embracing, unwavering, unconditional PACEfulness that benefits all who come in contact with it.
Buddhism proposes that bodhichitta is our true nature, who we are at our core. We all have the ability
awaken to this warm-hearted, safe, expansive state, once we learn to manage our wild mind and its
reactions. My proposal is that in those moments when DDP is most successful, we are awakening the
bodhichitta nature in the children and families we work with, as well as in ourselves as therapists.
Combining insights from both the ancient Buddhist approach and Dyadic Developmental Psychotherapy,
we can describe The Way of the DDP Therapist (or parent, teacher, social worker, etc.) in two
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instructions: From a compassionate, self-regulated, open-hearted and engaged space, approach the
experiences of those children who have suffered developmental trauma with playfulness, acceptance,
curiosity and empathy. Develop and use relationship skills that create safety, co-regulate emotion, make
sense of experience, transform trauma and build enduring bonds of attachment.
A further insight is that DDP can be conceptualized as a meditation practice, which has the following
elements. Paying close attention to moment to moment changes in emotional states is a practice of
mindfulness, and maintaining a state of not-knowing curiosity is mindful as well. Developing and
“holding” a compassionate perspective in the face of threat is a meditative practice of gathering virtue,
as is maintaining a strong intention to be of help. Commitment to self-reflection and ego-dissolving
repair moves a person into greater selfless service to others.
For the DDP practitioner and for the bodhisattva, self-development is essential. I have used Harry
Palmer’s Avatar® Course as a self-improvement practice for the past 20 years to develop abilities aligned
with bodhichitta. The Avatar tools and exercises improve one’s ability to control attention, empower
intention, create alignment and stay in integrity, improve virtuous action, and cultivate a “just like me”
attitude of compassion. Jonathan Baylin says that compassion is essential and fundamental to the PACE
attitude. At the 2018 International DDP Conference in Cobourg, Ontario, he explained, “When a child is
spitting in your face, you are not feeling empathy. You need to see the full context from which this
behavior arises, and that requires a broader compassionate vision and perspective.”
From this open-hearted, compassionate vista, we can see that DDP is a practice of faith:
• Faith in people’s innate worth,
• Faith that PACE can reach the heart which is buried under the behavior,
• Faith that doors thought to be closed forever can still be opened,
• Faith in one’s own inherent enoughness and good intentions,
• Faith that we can persevere no matter what, and
• Faith that we can open to the present moment.
DDP’s faith is a cure for the misplaced faith that the child developed in the face of trauma. They have
concluded that they are inherently bad intentioned, worthless and cannot change. But the PACEful cure,
at its most successful, does not simply relieve the trauma. It makes the beneficiary “weller than well,” as
Dr. Karl Menninger described it decades ago. Ron Kurtz, Pat Ogden’s mentor and friend, says that:
“Loving presence is a state of being. It is pleasant, good for your health, rewarding in and of
itself. It’s a state in which you feel open-hearted and well-intentioned. In its purest form, it is
spiritually nourishing and sensitive to subtleties.”
Loving presence, which can also be called bodhichitta and PACEfulness, is both that which heals, and
vibrant health itself. With DDP, the child, family and therapist all build their connection to and
identification with their own loving presence. As practicing DDP awakens more and more of this
presence in the world, that loving presence itself heals the world. As Harry Palmer has said:
“The hope of future generations is that we awaken a consciousness that is increasingly immune to
irrationality and that values wisdom.”

-- See slides and bibliography for references -Avatar® is a registered trademark of Star’s Edge, Inc.
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RESOURCES
For further information on Dyadic Developmental Psychotherapy, see -www.DanielHughes.org
www.DDPNetwork.org
Read Building the Bonds of Attachment, 3rd Edition, by Dr. Hughes:
https://www.amazon.com/gp/product/1442274131/ref=dbs_a_def_rwt_bibl_vppi_i0
Read poetry by Dan Hughes (2012). It was that one moment. Croydon, UK: Worth Publishing,
Ltd.
For information on The Way of the Bodhisattva, read -Pema Chödrön (2018). Becoming Bodhisattvas: A Guidebook for Compassionate Action.
Boulder, Colorado: Shambala Publications, Inc.
The Dalai Lama (2018). The Bodhisattva Guide: A Commentary on The Way of the Bodhisattva.
Boulder, Colorado: Shambala Publications, Inc.
For more on merciful investigation of suffering, read –
Stephen Levine (1987). Healing Into Life and Death (p. 204). New York: Anchor Books,
Doubleday.
For information on the Avatar Course, contact Dr. George at the email above, or see
www.AvatarEmpowersYou.com
For the Avatar® Compassion Exercise (video), see
www.avatarepcmedia.com/Video/the-compassion-exercise.html
Read Harry Palmer (2011). The Avatar® Path: The Way We Came (p. 101) Altamonte Springs, FL:
Star’s Edge International.
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We express our deep gratitude to the patients
and parents we are blessed to work with
We thank them for their courage, their
perseverance and their generosity in sharing
their experiences
May they continue to learn, grow and heal, and
teach us what it means to be human
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So much new to understand,
things that Melinda understands.
That’s she’s teaching me
without books or lectures,
just her eyes, her voice,
her touch.
In Our Eyes, from It was that one moment by Dan
Hughes, 2012.
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“Therapy starts with the presence of the
therapist, which allows clients to
neurocept enough safety to embark upon
the often frightening journey of selfdiscovery.”
Pat Ogden, Clinical Applications of the Polyvagal Theory,
2018.
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“That which we are, we shall teach, not
voluntarily, but involuntarily. Thoughts
come into our minds by avenues which we
never left open, and thoughts go out of
our minds through avenues which we
never voluntarily opened. Character
teaches over our head.”
Ralph Waldo Emerson, The Over-Soul, 1841.
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Safety
Accepting, Curious, Empathic

Experience

Emotional chaos

Window of Tolerance
Regulated emotions
Flexible thinking

“[Therapists] must have the capacity to
sustain a compassionate and reflective
state of mind toward the caregivers,
children, and themselves to evoke a similar
state of mind within the caregivers and
children they are treating.”
Jon Baylin and Dan Hughes. The Neurobiology of
Attachment-Focused Therapy, 2016.

Rigid thinking
See Dan Siegel, The Developing Mind, 1999
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I wish I was easy in my mind, but I ain’t
If it wasn’t for anger, lust and pride, I’d be a
saint.
From Confession, by Wendell Berry

Yes, but, I want to be a good DDP therapist
(father, husband), but I’m not a saint…

“Always
working to
be there for
other people
without
shutting
down.”

Anonymous DDP therapist from Kansas
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• Some definitions
•
•
•

Bodhi: awake, enlightened, completely open
Sattva: a being, essence, spirit
Chitta: mind, heart, attitude

• Bodhichitta
•
•
•

“A completely open heart and mind”
“An intense desire to alleviate suffering”
All-embracing PACEfulness (?)

• Bodhisattva
•

“‘Mission impossible’ – the desire to end the
suffering of all beings”

“Even ordinary people like us with hang-ups and
confusion have this mind of enlightenment called
bodhichitta. The openness and warmth of bodhichitta is
in fact our true nature and condition. Even when our
neurosis feels far more basic than our wisdom, even
when we’re feeling most confused and hopeless,
bodhichitta—like the open sky—is always here,
undiminished by the clouds that temporarily cover it.”
Pema Chödrön, Bodhichitta, The Excellence of Awakened
Heart, 2016.
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• The Way of the Bodhisattva
• Part 1: The initial dawnings of the awakened
heart
• Ch 1 – the wonders of bodhichitta
• Ch 2 – preparing the mind for bodhichitta
• Ch 3 – the bodhisattva’s vow
Shantideva,

8th

century India
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• The Way of the Bodhisattva
• Part 2: The need to nurture bodhichitta
•

How to work skillfully with emotional reactivity
and the wildness of our minds

•

Ch 4 – attentiveness, working skillfully with
emotions

•

Ch 5 –guarding alertness, presently knowing, do
no harm, gather virtue

•

Ch 6 – practicing patience, dissolving deep-seated
habits of negativity and selfishness
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• The Way of the Bodhisattva
• Part 3: Bodhichitta as a way of life
• From fear to fearlessness
• Ch 7 – enthusiasm, heroic perseverance
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• Highlights from The Way of the Bodhisattva
•
•
•
•

Open-hearted connection
Goodness and virtue
Merciful investigation
The truth of who we are

• Ch 8 – meditation
• Ch 9 – wisdom of emptiness
• Ch 10 – dedication of the benefit of the
teachings to all suffering beings

The goal of meditation is "to place the fearful mind in the
cradle of lovingkindness… Truly developing an
unconditional friendliness towards your own mind, your
own emotions, and your own body.”
Pema Chödrön, From Fear to Fearlessness, 2003.

“All religions agree upon the necessity to control
the undisciplined mind that harbours selfishness
and other roots of trouble, and each teaches a
path leading to a spiritual state that is peaceful,
disciplined, ethical, and wise.”
Dalai Lama

“When you wake up in the morning, tell yourself: The
people I deal with today will be meddling, ungrateful,
arrogant, dishonest, jealous, and surly. They are like this
because they can’t tell good from evil. But I have seen
the beauty of good, and the ugliness of evil, and have
recognized that the wrongdoer has a nature related to
my own—not of the same blood or birth, but the same
mind, and possessing a share of the divine. And so none
of them can hurt me.”
Marcus Aurelius, Roman emperor and Stoic philosopher,
121-180 AD.
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“Self is everywhere, shining forth from all beings, vaster
than the vast, subtler than the most subtle, unreachable,
yet nearer than breath, than heartbeat. Eye cannot see it,
ear cannot hear it nor tongue utter it; only in deep
absorption can the mind, grown pure and silent, merge
with the formless truth. As soon as you find it, you are
free; you have found yourself; you have solved the great
riddle; your heart forever is at peace. Whole, you enter
the Whole. Your personal self returns to its radiant,
intimate, deathless source.”
Mundaka Upanishad

4 Rejoice in the Lord always. I will say it again: Rejoice! 5 Let your
gentleness be evident to all. The Lord is near. 6 Do not be anxious
about anything, but in every situation, by prayer and petition, with
thanksgiving, present your requests to God. 7 And the peace of God,
which transcends all understanding, will guard your hearts and your
minds in Christ Jesus.
8 Finally, brothers and sisters, whatever is true, whatever is noble,
whatever is right, whatever is pure, whatever is lovely, whatever is
admirable—if anything is excellent or praiseworthy—think about
such things. 9 Whatever you have learned or received or heard from
me, or seen in me—put it into practice. And the God of peace will be
with you.
Philippians 4 New International Version (NIV)
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Safety
Open-hearted Engagement

– From a compassionate, self-regulated, open-hearted and
engaged space, approach the experiences of those
children who have suffered developmental trauma with
playfulness, acceptance, curiosity and empathy
– Use skillful means to create safety, co-regulate emotion,
make sense of experience, transform trauma and build
enduring bonds of attachment

Window of Tolerance
Regulated emotions
Flexible thinking

Threat
Defensive Separation

• The Way of the DDP Therapist (or parent,
teacher, social worker, etc)

Experience

Emotional chaos

Rigid thinking
See Dan Siegel, The Developing Mind, 1999

Trust the process
Let go lightly
Pass on gently.
Stephen Levine

Open-hearted Engagement

As in growth, or dying,
We need let go
At the edge
To continue further.

Safety

Please take a few soft breaths
As we move
From one level to the next.

Experience

Experience

Experience

Experience

Tolerance
• to allow (something that is bad, unpleasant,
etc.) to exist, happen, or be done
• to experience (something harmful or
unpleasant) without being harmed
• to accept the feelings, behavior, or beliefs of
(someone)
from www.Merriam-Webster.com

Symptoms come from the intolerable
Healing comes from getting behind the wall
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Tolerance requires courage
At the core of courage is the ability to perceive
what is, as it is, while staying present and
aware.

Experience

Experience

Experience

Tolerance

Harry Palmer. The Avatar® Path: The Way We
Came. 2011.

Self-transcendence

Being
Needs

Foundational
Needs

Self-actualization
Esteem
Love/belonging

Abraham
Maslow

Safety
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• DDP as a meditation practice
– Paying close attention to moment to moment
changes in emotional states
– Maintaining a state of not-knowing curiosity
– Developing and “holding” a compassionate
perspective in the face of threat
– Holding a strong intention to be of help
– Commitment to self-reflection and ego-dissolving
repair

Physiological/survival

Saints and Bodhisattvas

“The key to maintaining your inspiration in the
day-to-day work of meditation practice is to
approach it as play: a happy opportunity to
master practical skills, to raise questions,
experiment, and explore. This is precisely how
the Buddha himself taught meditation.”
Thanissaro Bhikkhu, The Joy of Effort, 2010.

Avatar® is a registered trademark of Star’s Edge, Inc.

• Roles and identity in DDP
– Role and identity flexibility in the therapist
• The bodhisattva, the awakener, the “theraPEST”

– Identity expansion in the child and parent
• Kim Golding’s Russian dolls

– Call Me by My True Names
• Thich Nhat Hahn, 2001
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Experience

Window of Open-Hearted, Engaged Presence

• The Avatar ® Course
• Controlling attention

“Maybe the best way to explain source is to
describe the journey that leads to source:
Cease identifying with the physical body, cease
identifying with the mind, cease identifying
with the self. What remains is source being.
Spiritual awakening is experiencing and
operating as an imperishable source
independent of body and mind.”

• Empowering intention
• Alignment and integrity
• Virtuous action
• The “just like me” practice of compassion
• Avatar® Compassion Exercise (video)

Palmer, Harry. The Avatar® Path 2: Private
Lessons, 2013.
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• Another kind of misplaced mistrust

• DDP is a practice of faith:
• In people’s innate worth
• That PACE can reach the heart which is
buried under the behavior
• That doors thought to be closed forever can
be opened.
• In one’s own inherent enoughness and good
intentions
• That we can persevere no matter what
• That we can open to the present moment

• Faith in one’s inherent badness (shame)
• Faith that one cannot change
(hopelessness)
• Faith that one is worthless
• Faith that one only acts from bad
intentions

Experience

Experience

Window of Tolerance
•
•
•
•

Open-hearted connection
Goodness and virtue
Merciful investigation
The truth of who we are
Rigid thinking

See Dan Siegel, The Developing Mind, 1999

Avatar® is a registered trademark of Star’s Edge, Inc.

Window of Open-Hearted, Engaged Presence
Experience

Experience

Emotional chaos

“Loving presence is a state of being. It is
pleasant, good for your health, rewarding
in and of itself. It’s a state in which you feel
open-hearted and well-intentioned. In its
purest form, it is spiritually nourishing and
sensitive to subtleties.”
Ron Kurtz
In Pat Ogden’s chapter in Clinical Applications of
the Polyvagal Theory, Porges and Dana, 2018
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• "Safety and security don't just happen, they
are the result of collective consensus and
public investment. We owe our children, the
most vulnerable citizens in our society, a life
free of violence and fear.”
• Nelson Mandela, former president of
South Africa

dear all my kidstlc team,
Two years ago I was lost,broken,and bruised. I
didn't know much except pain. But, then I
went to you guys. And despite all my crap you
changed me. You fixed me. I thank you for al
your unconditional love and support. Here is
a song I dedicated a while back to all the staff
that helped me.
This Song Saved My Life (video)

"The hope of future generations is that we
awaken a consciousness that is increasingly
immune to irrationality and that values wisdom.”
Harry Palmer, founder of Avatar®

Avatar® is a registered trademark of Star’s Edge, Inc.
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