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Week 115, Day 2: Bessel van der Kolk, MD 

How to Avoid Triggering a Client’s Fear  

Dr. Buczynski: When a client is struggling with fear after trauma, many different experiences can be 

triggering for them . . .  

. . . including their interaction with US, as practitioners. 

 So how can we help clients feel safe with us, and avoid triggering a fear response?  

Dr. Bessel van der Kolk suggests a practical method we can use if we sense that something we’re doing might 

be triggering to a client’s fear system. 

Dr. van der Kolk:  We work with fear all the time because trauma is about fear. Trauma is about feeling like 

you’re going to get hurt, and there’s hurt everywhere.  

So much of the core of therapy is to calm down that feeling in the brain. 

In simple cases the relationship of course is the main manager of the 

fear. If you feel seen, understood, met, and attuned to by another 

person, your fear goes down. 

Core therapy is skill number one. That’s why in our trainings we use so many theater techniques because 

learning how to be attuned to and really in sync with other people is something they teach you so well when 

you go to theater school. That should really be the sort of primary stance we’re all trained in: to be really 

attuned and in sync with people we see.  

If a person can really acknowledge who you are and say, “I understand,” and maybe say something that 

makes you feel like, “Wow, this person really gets it,” that is a great way of getting the fear system down; 

because all these fears in the first place came up with people not getting it and scaring you despite your 

protests, et cetera, et cetera. The relationship is the primary carrier. Sadly, if you have had plenty of early 

abuse and neglect the relationship may be a terrifying issue in and of itself.  

That becomes a very central part of the work we do because therapists like to believe relationship always 

makes people feel better; but what we know today is that for many people, being in a relationship with 

somebody actually is a terrifying thing. They may be safer off with a horse, cat, or dog than with a human 

“Trauma is about fear; it’s 

about feeling like you’re 

going to get hurt, and 

there’s hurt everywhere.” 
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being because maybe all human beings may be horribly dangerous to them. 

What you see clinically is: the defense against getting/being so scared all the time is to idealize people and 

say, “You’re perfect. You’re incredible. You’re wonderful.” None of us is 

and so idealization is a defense against terror. Oftentimes, of course, as 

we have been doing this work for a while, idealization in therapy ends up 

in disaster. At some points idealization can’t hold the fort, then things 

break loose. “You have let me down and done terrible things to me.” That’s all a way of managing that fear-

driven brain. 

If you’re not afraid, you can be honest with people and say, “I like that about you. I don’t like that about you. 

You seem pretty good at that. You’re not that good at that.” You can at least have an honest, flexible, 

relationship with somebody else – which most/many people coming to therapy are not ready to do.  

If people are scared of being in a relationship with somebody, and if a relationship is more triggering than it is 

comforting, the therapist needs to videotape what they do and show it to their colleagues. “What do you 

think I’m doing to continue to scare my patient?”  

I’m not at all a fan of verbal supervision because in verbal supervision you get the verbal account from the 

therapist about what he or she thinks is going on, which usually has very little to do with the reality of what 

happens in the office. You want to see the videotapes: how they move, tone of voice, synchronicity, et 

cetera, et cetera.  

When you’re really stuck with people who continue to be scared of you, you make a video and show it to 

your colleagues and say, “How do you think I can help this person more?” When you see your body 

movements together, you might be able to see something that shows “Oh, you’re getting too close.” 

I remember a videotape Pat Ogden showed us which was very dramatic. She is sitting with a person who is 

obviously terrified and Pat says, “What happens if I move closer?” The patient says, “Oh, no.” They became 

more scared.  

“What happens if I close my eyes and don’t look at you?” “Oh, I feel a little bit safer when you don’t look at 

me.”  

Then Pat says, “Let’s experiment a little bit and see what happens if I move my chair back.” The patient says, 

“I feel a little bit better, but I still feel agitated.”  

“Idealization is a 

defense against terror.” 
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She’s doing this in a big auditorium, and in the end Pat’s chair is on the other side of the auditorium. The 

patient says, “I now feel finally safe when you’re that far away from 

me.” 

It’s very important for us as therapists to become aware of how 

triggering we may be to the fear system of the people we work with. 

[We must] make that a very central part of our work in terms of 

where we sit, how we talk, how we organize our rooms, and control sitting close to the door.  

Help people be in touch with “What is it like when we move closer, we get more distance? What happens 

when I look away from you? Is it comforting when I look at you? Is it more comforting when I look away from 

you?” Really explore how you manage two bodies being in proximity with each other. 

Dr. Buczynski: So when it comes to working with a fearful client, awareness is key.  

Bessel just shared two practical ways for practitioners to really expand on this awareness, so that we can 

avoid triggering fear.   

Tomorrow, we’re going to explore what one practitioner calls “the three brains” of the body and how they 

might help us to better understand fear. 

But right now, I’d like to hear your thoughts. How will you use these ideas today in your practice? 

Please leave a comment right down there, and I’ll see you tomorrow. 

“It’s important that we be 

aware of how triggering we 

may be to the fear system of 

the people we work with.” 


