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Week 118, Day 1: Pat Ogden, PhD 

How to Empower Clients to Face Fear After Trauma  

Dr. Buczynski: According to Dr. Pat Ogden, fear is often related to two experiences in particular. 

Now, she’ll get into both of these this week, but today we’ll focus on just one—fear that’s rooted in trauma.  

Here, Pat will share her starting point for working with fear and how she helped her client manage the 

feelings that followed a prior trauma. 

Dr. Ogden: Working with fear, like everything else, is complex because human beings are complex. There’s 

never a “one size fits all.”  

It’s always an exploration for me, with my client, of both what’s fueling the fear - what are the cautions that 

go with the fear - and is the fear more related to traumatic experiences or is it more related to attachment 

experiences. What happens when the fear comes up? Do you tighten up, get mobilized to fight, collapse, or 

withdraw and pull back? Everything is very individual because 

every person is so unique. 

In working with fear, the first step for me is to find out about the 

fear. We might talk about it a little bit, like “What makes you afraid? When do you feel it the most? What 

would you like to tell me about fear and being afraid?”  

The essence of my work is working with mindfulness of how fear affects the person in the present moment.  

Whenever a client will come in with a problem, I want to somehow 

bring that problem into the therapy hour and their experience in 

the moment. I want them to experience a little bit. I might ask, “Do 

you sense that fear now?”  

If the client says yes, then I can say, “Well, how do you sense it? Do 

you feel it in your body? Are you remembering something? Do you just feel scared? Do you have thoughts 

that go with it?”  

That’s the organization of experience. If we’re using mindfulness to study the organization of experience, we 

“Fear is very individual because 

every person is so unique.  

“The essence of my work is 

working with mindfulness of 

how fear affects the person in 

the present moment.” 
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want to know about body sensation, movements, the body’s sense of perception, images, tastes, smells that 

emerge from those memories, emotions, and thoughts. I like to find out what goes with what fear. What 

memories, thoughts and physical organization goes with it? 

That starts to give information about how we’re going to address it.  

For example, Angela was a client of mine and she was afraid of sexuality. She said she hadn’t had sex for ten 

years. She was young - maybe 28/29. As we talked about it, I discovered within minutes that it had to do with 

trauma. She had a date rape as a late teen – 18 or 19 years old – by someone she cared about very much… a 

good friend of hers. They had gotten drunk and she woke up and he was raping her.  

She had blamed herself completely for being drunk. She had so much shame about it. She said her first 

solution was to have a lot of sex. She said she talked herself into it for just two months - with that same 

young man. She said, “You know, you like him. You’re friends with him. Just go and have sex with him.” So, 

she did, and she was ashamed of that.  

That’s very common with sexual-abuse survivors and it was no different for her. It’s an attempt to get control 

and be in charge of it, rather than be a victim of it. But she felt more ashamed, so she just decided to become 

completely celibate.  

Her fear, as is common with many trauma survivors, was rooted in immobility. When she was raped she 

couldn’t fight back partly because she was drunk and partly because her body, she said, just went limp. She 

said she just couldn’t push him away. If we think about it in terms of 

animal defenses, she had lost her capacity to fight back or run away.  

As we reworked that memory it was interesting. With traumatic 

memory we want to start at the very beginning and move in step by 

step by step, because we’re working with layers of arousal and layers of defense. We’re really working 

bottom-up with the fear, not top-down.  

We started at the beginning of the memory [which was] the beginning of that evening when she went out 

with this friend of hers. She was excited and happy. She’d dressed up and they were going to a bar. Her body 

felt alive and energized.  

Then we kept moving forward. She remembered the drinking and having fun, but then she couldn’t 

remember a lot. When she went back to - I think it was her apartment - as she was remembering this her 

“As common with many 

trauma survivors, the fear 

was rooted in immobility.”  
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body immediately went into this shame posture. She talked about being so ashamed. She wept about how 

ashamed she was and how bad she felt about herself.  

I was there as an empathic other person just being present with all that emotion; but as the emotion 

subsided, I wanted to bring her right back to her body.  

She said there was just nothing in her body. She felt . . . she wanted to fight back or assert herself. She said, 

except a tiny movement and a tiny feeling of tension in her fist, she felt that from her body. That became 

what Damasio might call the somatic marker; the body’s sense that, as we stayed with it, started to fuel that 

fighting back. 

We have to remember we’re not trying to rewrite that memory. That memory happened. It will never be 

different. It happened. It won’t go away.  

What we can do is shift her relationship to her own capacity. Her 

sense of not being able to protect herself at that time had just taken 

hold so much that she had so much fear about ever having sex again. 

It had been ten years of celibacy for her.  

When she started to feel and tighten that fist, it started to expand through her body. She did feel …. she got 

like ignited. She got this feeling of wanting to just explode with this “push emotion.” I held a pillow and she 

just pushed and pushed. She said, “It feels so good!” She was reclaiming a somatic sense of being able to 

defend. It wasn’t about pushing away this boy, it was about her own capacity that she had lost.  

For her, after that one session, and practice and homework where she felt that capacity …. she’d practice it. 

She pushed against the wall, she said. She just wanted to feel that ability of hers, [and] the fear started to go 

away.  

This is so often true if the fear is trauma-based; the fear that is related 

or based in trauma so much has to do with the loss of mobilizing 

defenses.  

If people can’t feel safe in their own skin, they are going to be afraid. They implicitly are going to be afraid if 

they don’t feel the capacity to defend and protect themselves and get away from something they don’t want.  

Dr. Buczynski: As Pat just showed us, after a trauma, we can help clients feel more in control of their fear by 

“We’re not trying to rewrite 

that memory. We’re trying 

to shift her relationship to 

her own capacity.” 

“If people can’t feel safe in 

their own skin, they are 

going to be afraid.”  
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empowering them through their bodies. 

Now tomorrow, we’ll look at how we can help work through fear that has roots in an attachment experience.  

But right now, I’d like to hear what you think. How will you use these ideas with your clients? 

Please leave a comment below. 

I’ll see you tomorrow.  

 


