
 

 

Regulation as the key concept 

in a new trauma psychology 
 

BUP Conference, Reykjavik, January 2017 

 

 

 

Dag Ø. Nordanger 

Specialist in clinical psychology, RVTS West  

Professor, Western Norway University of Applied Sciences 
 







 

 

Regulation as the key concept 

in a new trauma psychology 
 

BUP Conference, Reykjavik, January 2017 

 

 

 

Dag Ø. Nordanger 

Specialist in clinical psychology, RVTS Vest  

Professor, Høgskulen på Vestlandet 
 



Dag Nordanger, 2018 



Dag Nordanger, 2018 



What is new?  

The new thing is that knowledge 

about children’s development now 

has become integrated in trauma 

psychology  

Dag Nordanger, 2018 



 Trauma psychology comes from the adult field, with       

a focus on the «damage» caused by overwhelming 

events (PTSD), and on how to «repair» this damage  

 This applies poorly to the problems we see in children 

exposed to complex traumas from before they can 

remember; problems are more global and unspecific 

 We’ve come to realise that kids traumatised in this way 

also miss crucial experiences. Their problems is not just 

about damage, it’s as much about what they did not get 

 New key question: What exactly are these experiences? 

The experiences children really must not miss?  

XX 
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The most crucial need 

a child has, is to get 

regulation-support!  

Dag Nordanger, 2018 
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Foto: barnehage.no 

 

 

Richness of «somato-

sensoric» stimulation 

 

 Tone of voice 

 Rythmic rocking 

 Body warmth 

 Touch 

 Dialogic 

 
(Tactile, balance, auditive, 

visual, smell, joints) 

 

 > Being regulated 
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Hentet fra: www.kidshealth.org.nz/adolescent-brain-development 

Dag Nordanger, 2018 



Neocortex (logical brain) 

 Consciousness/reasoning 

 Intended actions 

 Language/communication 

 

Limbic system (emotional brain) 

 Attachment 

 Basic affect (anger, fear, lust) 

 Alarm responses 

 

Brain stem (survival brain) 

 Cardiac rhythm and circulation 

 Respiration 

 Metabolism 
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Brain develops through «Bottom-up» 

processes driven by basic regulating 

and somatosensoric experiences 

Hierarchical principle: When «filled 

up» at the top, we are rigged for «top 

down» processes; Higher structures 

can “take charge” over lower ones 

Not robust hierarchy: When we are 

outside our window of tolerance, we 

lose access to prefrontal regulation 

capacity 

Then we all have to return to more 

basic form of regulating stimuli 

Not all children have had the chance 

for optimal «bottom-up» development 

Many of them live with a constantly 

elevated baseline activation level 
Dag Nordanger, 2018 



  
  
  
 

Amygdala 
(Alarm Central) 

Hippocampus 
(Memory) 

Pituary glands 
(Stress hormons) 

Prefrontal Cortex 
(Reasoning) 

Regulation system 

Alarm system 
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In children, the regulation 

system is underdeveloped 

(defines being a child)  
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Regulation support 
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STRESS 
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STRESS 
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Dag Ø. Nordanger, 2013 

When two evils combine:  

Traumatic stress + failing 

regulation support 
Dag Nordanger, 2018 
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Hyperactivation 

Hypoactivation 

Unrest, aggression, impulsivity, 

thought chaos, and the like 

Feeling low, empty, distant, numb, 

paralysed, and the like  
  

WINDOW OF TOLERANCE 
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«I cut myself to escape my inner chaos. I use the 

physical pain to drive away the mental one» 

«I cut myself when emptiness overwhelms me. I am 

relieved when I see the blood flowing; I am alive, I 

am a human who can feel pain» 
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What are the implications  

of this field of knowledge, 

what does it take from us? 

Dag Nordanger, 2018 



 We have to see these children! 

 We must see behind their symptoms and 

behavioural expressions 

 To be able to do that we must free ourselves 

from a traditional diagnostic perspective 

 Regulation problems cross categories, a  

diagnostic view may give us “tunnel-sight” 

and make us blind to mechanisms behind 

Dag Nordanger, 2018 
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The Governmental Child Violence Committee 
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A major system failure: 
 

”Failed understanding of the causes 

of children’s symptoms, behavioural 

expressions and signs of suffering”  

Dag Nordanger, 2018 
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«I grew up in a regime where I was 

threatened on my life from before I can 

remember. Nobody ever asked me why I 

behaved like I did. Instead, they gave 

me an amphetamine preparation, to 

cope with the situation at home” 

 
(Got follow-up for ADHD from BUP from   

8 until 18 years old) 

Dag Nordanger, 2018 



When we know, what does it take? 

 Our overarching challenge: How to 

recreate as many as possible of the 

elements of early regulation support 

(“How to cradle an adolescent?”) 

Dag Nordanger, 2018 



Create «calming environement»! 

 We have to think stress reduction 

before behavioral correction! 

 We must reduce triggers (and must 

understand that they sit on us) 

Dag Nordanger, 2018 



Understand that the brain develops 

according to the same principles even if 

the child get older! 

 Not primarily top-down through insight 

 Bottom-up through bodily experiences of 

returning to the Window of tolerance after 

being in affect 

 Cannot happen in “isolation” alone, but 

through daily life relational experieces  

Dag Nordanger, 2018 



Now, look what came  

out of that! Here I sit, 

totally socially isolated! 

If I continue like this I’ll 

probably get social 

adjustment problems 

when I start school 

That will have a negative 

impact on my educational 

development as well … 

Maybe I will even drop 

out before college … 

Without any education  

I’ll be back in the line 

trying to find a job … 

That’s not gonna help  

me when I’m out there to 

impress women and 

trying to find a wife … 

Christ, I may end up 

dying lonely! 

I better take evil at the 

root and start a better 

life right away … 

So let me go back there 

and be a little nice with 

people for once! 

Dag Nordanger, 2018 



Understand that the arrow points 
back at ourselves! 

 Our inner state is more important than the 

words we say and «method» we use – it’s 

our state alone that regulates others 

 Our most needed competence is to resist 

the counter forces (e.g. our mirror neurons) 

Dag Nordanger, 2018 



Dag Nordanger, 2018 



  
  
  
 

STRESS 

Dag Nordanger, 2018 



Include as many somatosensory 

stimuli as possible in children's 

caring context! 

Dag Nordanger, 2018 
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Calming sensory stimulation: Calm music, massage 

or foot bath, walking, cuddle an animal / something 

flossy, rocking chair, hammock, thick heavy carpet  

Awakening sensory stimulation: Intense or rhythmic 

music, dance or run, low temperature in the room, 

cold cloth in the forehead, soaking a piece of ice 

Dag Nordanger, 2018 
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To help children understand 

their own problems! 

 In this view, their problems have been 

functional, adjustment to a life condition  

 Their own explanation is «I am bad» 

 Understanding gives hope and motivation 

Dag Nordanger, 2018 



What happened? 

What happened? 

What happened? 

Dag Nordanger, 2018 
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Thank you! 

Klara Viken Sandnes 

Photo: Johanne Viken Sandnes 


