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In 1962, a groundbreaking book was 
published that shook the world of 
science to its core. In the book, The 

Structure of Scientific Revolutions, Thomas 
Kuhn, a physicist and philosopher of 
science, suggested that scientists effectively 
silence revolutionary ideas by uncritically 
rallying around a set of entrenched 
governing principles and, in the process, 
quell the abilities of those at the forefront 
of science to envision alternative realities. 
This notion that communities of scientists 
steadfastly adhere to their conventions 
led Kuhn to assert that most of the work 
taking place in science rarely challenges 
core beliefs but instead is a routine practice 
of creatively repackaging much of what we 
already know. Kuhn contended, however, 
that in very rare cases, core scientific beliefs 
are successfully challenged, and a new view 
of reality emerges. According to Kuhn, 
these scientific revolutions constitute a 
"paradigm shift." 

The subject of the remainder of this 
article, psychoneuroimmunology (PNI), 
can arguably be considered one of the 20th 
century's most exciting paradigm shifts. The 
advent of PNI came at a time in the 1970s 
when common wisdom was still driven by 
Descartes' 17th-century notion that mind, 
a nonmaterial essence, and body, a material 
essence, act completely independently. At 
the time, a small group of scientists, led by 
Robert Ader and Nicholas Cohen of the 
University of Rochester, defied centuries 
of accepted wisdom by bridging the mind-
body divide and launching the field of PNI. 

In short, PNI is a term that captures 
the complex relationship between our 
psychologies^ state, the neurologicA and 
hormonal mechanisms that embody that 
state and the immunologic^ functioning 
that communicates with these neurological 
and hormonal mechanisms. What is 
most exciting here is that in the 40 years 
since the inception of PNI, advances 

in the field now allow us to apply this 
unified mind-body concept to counseling 
practice. More specifically, this model has 
opened our eyes to how the psychological 
suffering that is central to the work of 
counselors also plays a key role in health 
and well-being, and, conversely, how our 
physical health and well-being can affect 
our psychological state. The work started 
by these scientists has opened the door for 
mental health professionals to utilize their 
skills in the service of disrupting cycles 
of psychological and physical suffering 
wrought by PNI mechanisms, many of 
which are especially destructive in the face 
of poverty and marginality. 

An overview of PNI 
This section provides a brief introduction 

to PNI mechanisms that are most 
significant to the work of counselors. 
Bear in mind that this burgeoning field is 
brimming with cutting-edge studies that 
are rapidly adding to its knowledge base 
and that the mechanisms highlighted in this 
article represent only a portion of the field. 

The dimension of PNI that is most 
relevant for counselors seeks to understand 
how life experiences, particularly those 
to which we respond emotionally, affect 
the relationship between the nervous 
and hormonal (i.e., neuroendocrine) 
embodiment of that emotional response 
and the mechanisms involved in the 
immunity. As our understanding of 
PNI grows, the role of neuroendocrine 
mechanisms in mediating the link between 
negative emotionally charged thoughts and 
immune function also continues to grow. 
As the story has unraveled, two pathways 
involving immune function have emerged 
— one in which immune function is 
hampered and another in which it is 
enhanced in a way that is damaging to 
multiple body systems. In either case, 
these destructive cycles begin with a 

phenomenon that is solidly within the 
purview of counseling practice — namely, 
chronic stress. 

Stress, particularly when it is temporary 
and a response to clear and imminent 
danger, can be lifesaving. It is our body's 
way of sounding an alarm that brings all 
of our senses and physical capabilities to 
bear on a threatening situation. If we think 
about prehistoric humans living without 
conveniences such as grocery stores or 
farms (and, in fact, living in forests or 
jungles, side by side with animals for 
whom humans were prey), the value of 
stress becomes undeniable. If the forest 
dwellers encountered a hungry pack 
of wolves, their brains (specifically the 
amygdala) would sound an alarm that set 
into motion a series of neurological and 
hormonal mechanisms. This process would 
ultimately give a boost of energy to their 
muscles so that they could either quickly 
escape or fight with all of their strength; 
clear their thinking; and redirect blood 
flow away from their body surface so they 
would be less likely to bleed profusely in 
the event of suffering a large wound. 

This response, known as the fight-
or-flight response, is controlled by a 
neuroendocrine pathway called the 
hypothalamic-pituitary-adrenal axis 
(HPA), in which the familiar substance 
Cortisol has a major role, and a neurological 
pathway originating in the central nervous 
system known as the sympathetic-adrenal-
medullary axis (SAM). (A more extensive 
discussion of this fight-or-flight response 
can be found in Allen and Mary Bradford 
Ivey's Neurocounseling column in the 
October 2014 issue of Counseling Today.) 
The SAM mechanism causes our hearts to 
race and our blood pressure to rise, and we 
become hypervigilant. As the threat passes, 
an elaborate feedback system comes into 
play that reverses the effects of the HPA 
and SAM activation. Our quick return to 
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an unactivated state is key to maintaining 
our physical and psychological health. 
However, if we live in an environment in 
which our safety and security are constantly 
being threatened, the feedback systems 
responsible for keeping the stress response 
in check begin to fail, propelling us into a 
state of chronic stress. 

While acute stress is lifesaving, chronic 
stress threatens our health and vitality 
in many ways. Countless studies have 
examined the relationship between chronic 
stress and various disease states. Heart 
disease, diabetes, stroke, asthma, various 
cancers, gastrointestinal disturbance 
such as irritable bowel, viral illnesses, 
Alzheimer's dementia, vascular dementia, 
depression and exacerbation of other 
psychiatric problems are all related to 
chronic stress. The biological mechanisms 
underlying these pathological conditions 
are related to the immune-neuroendocrine 
interplay, which I discuss at length later. 
Many other changes occur that are beyond 
the scope of this discussion. These include 
changes in glucose metabolism that may 
lead to diabetes and neurotransmitter 
depletion that may be linked to depression 
and anxiety. 

Chronic stress and 
immune dysregulation 

We are now ready to venture into the 
world of PNI to look more closely at 
the harmful effects of chronic stress on 
the immune system. Comprehension 
of the harmful outcomes that emerge 
from the communication between the 
neuroendocrine system and the immune 
system begins with an understanding of 
normal immune functioning. 

There are two branches of immune 
function, one termed "acquired" and the 
other termed "innate." Acquired immunity 
refers to our ability to mount a targeted 
immune response against specific invading 
organisms. This response allows us to live 
free of disease in the presence of a wide 
array of disease-producing bacteria, viruses, 
fungi and parasites. Anyone who has 
experienced the outcomes of compromised 
acquired immunity understands its 
consequences — susceptibility to cold 
and flu, shingles, yeast infections and 
pneumonia, to name a few. What 
distinguishes acquired immunity from 
innate immunity is that acquired immunity 
allows us to isolate and destroy one specific 
type of invading pathogen. Immunity 

against tetanus-producing bacteria will do 
us no good whatsoever if we experience an 
invasion by the measles virus. 

Innate immunity, also known as 
inflammation, is a defense against invading 
organisms as well, but in this case the 
response is not to a specific invading 
organism but rather to any organism that 
has entered the body and is causing tissue 
damage. Tissue damage can come in many 
forms, such as an infected wound, a sore 
throat from the growth of streptococci 
or the growth of bacteria in the lungs of 
someone with pneumonia. The innate 
immune system does not care about the 
specific identity of the invading organism. 
Instead, signaled by the tissue damage, it 
mounts a general response that attempts to 
destroy the invading microbes and begin 
tissue repair. This mechanism is particularly 
handy when we experience cuts and scrapes. 
Under these conditions, a wide array of 
bacteria can enter the broken skin. The 
innate immune system senses that the skin 
has been broken and responds by mounting 
a general attack against any foreign material 
that has entered through the wound. 

Under conditions of chronic stress, both 
acquired and innate immunity become 

% r / ) 

? h i l d t h e r a p y t o y s . c o m 

Zen Garden 
Clear your mind of chaos 
and achieve a greater state 
of inner peace with this Zen 
Garden! Also included is a 
booklet on meditation. 

" 

W e c a r r y a l a r g e s e l e c t i o n 

o f c o u n s e l i n g r e s o u r c e s : 

• W o r k b o o k s • S a n d Trays 

• G a m e s • S a n d Tray Min ia tures 

• Chi ldren's S e l f - H e l p B o o k s 

Scream 
Doll 

Jhisdoll 
"is based 
on the 
famous 
painting likTjE/^IV 
by Edvard 
Munch. The doll lets out a 
piercing shriek when you 
press its belly. 

Set of 10 Word Hearts 
These colorful tokens of love feature 
words such as"dream,""inspire"and 
"love." Each heart measures about 
1.75"across. Part of our FairTrade 
collection. 

Get 10% off with code: 
Counseling Today 

Dr. Freud's 
Therapy Ball 
Therapy ball 
responds to your in
quiries with phrases 
such as "Talk about 
your mother". 
Simply shake the 
ball and see Freud's 
response. 

Sound Screen 
Masks outside noise 
with a "white noise" 
that is similar to the sound of 
rushing air. Masks noises such as conversations, 
typing, noisy neighbors, printers, copiers, and 
traffic. Ideal for the busy therapist's office or 
waiting room. Available in single or dual speed. 

Mood Dude Collection - Ethnic 
These squeezable little dudes are 
a fun addition to your playroom. 
Set of five, with five different 
expressions. Each head is about 
2.5" by 3". 

FREE Shipping on ALL Books & Games 

We Carry Spanish Language Books and Games 

March 2015 | Counseling Today | 13 



compromised, but in very different 
ways and with very different outcomes. 
Through chemical communication of the 
neuroendocrine system with the immune 
system, the cells responsible for acquired 
immunity become suppressed, while the 
cells responsible for innate immunity 
become more activated. I listed the 
problems related to suppressed acquired 
immunity earlier. They generally involve 
increased susceptibility to certain types 
of infection and cancer. The problems 
related to an uptick in innate immunity 
are associated with a host of physical and 
psychological challenges that include 
fibromyalgia, arthritis, autoimmune disease, 
heart disease, chronic fatigue, Alzheimer's 
dementia and vascular dementia. 

Of particular interest to counselors 
is the compelling connection between 
inflammation and depression, which 
occurs via two distinct pathways, both 
mediated by chemicals released by cells of 
the immune system called proinflammatory 
cytokines. One pathway effectively 
interrupts neurotransmitter production, 
and the other suppresses neuroplasticity, 
leading to nerve cell death and shrinkage of 
some areas in the brain involved in mood. 
The implications of this immunologically 
mediated depression are quite profound. 
They portend a vicious cycle in which 
chronic stress begets immunologically 
mediated mood disturbance, which then 
compromises resilience and further fuels 
the chronic stress condition. Interventions 
that break the cycle of chronic stress are 
particularly important for those trapped by 
this cycle. 

The PNI, social justice and 
counseling practice connection 

Now that we have explored the PNI 
maze, the final step is to articulate the ways 
in which this brave new world opens the 
door to counseling intervention. We will 
consider several categories of intervention. 
Taken as a whole, they provide an ecological 
approach to intervention that includes 
individual biology, the self in context and 
social-structural affordances. 

Sympathetic-parasympathetic shift: 
This first intervention strategy promotes 
a shift away from a state dominated by 
the sympathetic nervous system to one 
dominated by the parasympathetic nervous 
system. Sympathetic dominance, which 
is associated with activation of the SAM 
axis, induces a rapid heart rate, high 

blood pressure, digestive disturbance, 
sleep disruption, anxiety and immune 
dysregulation. The ability to control this 
sympathetic response and facilitate a shift 
to a more parasympathetic way of being — 
slower heart rate, normal blood pressure, 
gastrointestinal stability and optimal 
immunity — can be key in disrupting the 
cycle of chronic stress. 

A number of techniques are available to 
aid in this shift, some of which are within 
the purview of counseling practice and 
others of which counselors can recommend 
to clients. Among the counseling-related 
activities that can foster the calming effect 
of a parasympathetic shift are: 

• Breathwork 

• Neurofeedback/biofeedback 

• Guided imagery 

• Creative arts expression 

• Sand tray and other metaphoric 
exercises 

• Narrative and other interventions that 
foster a sense of autonomy and control 

Suggested activities outside of the 
counseling environment include: 

• Tai chi 

• Exercise 

• Knitting, woodworking, gardening, 
hiking and other sensory activities 

• Sudoku, crossword puzzles and other 
cognition-related games 

• Practicing altruism, yoga, meditation/ 
mindfulness and progressive muscle 
relaxation 

Culturally informed, multitargeted 
counseling: This intervention focuses 
its therapeutic effects on what the PNI 
literature makes clear: Psychologically 
challenging environmental conditions 
generate chronic stress, which in turn 
can promote serious and sometimes life-
threatening disease, disability and distress. 
Psychologically challenging environments 
are defined by long-term physical, 
psychological or sexual abuse; crime-
ridden neighborhoods with crumbling 
infrastructure; domestic violence; economic 
insecurity; repeated exposure to active 
combat; or marginality related to race, 
ethnicity, sexual orientation, age or ability. 

Many of these contextual challenges may 
precipitate serious psychological issues for 
which empirically supported treatments 
are available. For example, trauma from 
severe forms of victimization, active 

combat and other exposures (direct and 
vicarious) to extreme forms of violence 
or tragedy need to be under the care of 
counselors with training and supervision in 
trauma intervention. Individuals suffering 
from major depression or debilitating 
forms of anxiety also need empirically 
supported interventions and may need to 
be evaluated for possible pharmacological 
support. 

Beyond these "diagnosable" 
psychological challenges lie the injustices 
of poverty, marginality and victimization. 
These issues need to be addressed using 
counseling traditions such as narrative 
therapy, which are particularly well-suited 
to disrupting patterns of inequity. This 
is accomplished by helping clients to 
challenge internalized oppression and, 
through re-creation or re-situation of 
identity, develop preferred narratives and 
build personal authority. Also, when we 
are discussing stabilization of the HPA 
axis, it is essential that clients are able to 
express and work through emotions in 
addition to cognitively working through 
problems. 

Any of the interventions in this section 
come with the underlying caveat that 
counseling practice that is not culturally 
appropriate threatens to revictimize 
clients or in some other way add to their 
stress burden. It can often be helpful for 
clients who are not living in resource-rich 
environments if the counselor has some 
knowledge of community resources. The 
counselor can then provide clients with 
referrals that help them attend to material 
and other noncounseling-related needs 
that contribute to their distress. 

Preventive wellness counseling: 
Ideally, a key strategy for staying healthy 
in the face of PNI-related threats is to 
engage in practices that prevent cycles of 
chronic stress from taking hold. In this 
regard, the counseling profession has 
taken a lead in promoting models for 
maintaining a healthy lifestyle. I would 
refer readers to the work of the late Jane 
E. Myers, whose rich legacy includes 
a holistic model of wellness that is an 
integral part of most counselor education 
programs and has become a hallmark 
of counseling practice. Many of the 
elements in the Wheel of Wellness, which 
Myers was integral in developing, will 
sound familiar because they have been 
underscored in this article. Nutrition, 
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exercise, stress management, self-care, 
comfort with gender and cultural identity, 
sense of self-worth, spirituality and social 
ties are all represented on the wheel. 

For another model of wellness, I 
again refer you to the Iveys' article in 
the October 2014 issue of Counseling 
Today in which they outline a program of 
Therapeutic Lifestyle Changes (TLCs). 
Many of these TLCs help to maintain 
a parasympathetic state and provide a 
strong and resilient foundation in the face 
of adversity. Elements of this program 
include fostering spirituality, maintaining 
a rich social life, exercising, engaging in 
altruism and practicing healthy sexual 
expression. 

As counselors, we have always known 
that each client comes to us with a new 
way of seeing the world and that, as 
practitioners, we have to check our own 
assumptions and realities at the door. 
This openness is much more difficult 
to achieve in science, where constructed 
realities are reinforced in all of the 
artifacts and practices that compose social 
life. We will always be grateful to those 
brave pioneering scientists with minds 
exceptional enough to see past the mind-
body divide and who opened for us a new 
frontier for relieving human suffering. 
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