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Week 127, Day 2: Judson Brewer, MD, PhD  

Two Emotions that Sustain Harmful Habit-Loops  

Dr. Buczynski: How do we help clients break free of harmful “trigger-behavior-reward” patterns?  

Dr. Judson Brewer says that there’s two emotions that can sustain these habit-loops, and he’ll give us one 
approach to help clients escape these painful patterns.  

Dr. Brewer: I certainly work with patients who don’t have a lot of insight around how their minds work and 
also how they might be contributing to a situation where there’s a lot of, “It’s because of them. It’s because 
of them. It’s because of them.” In those instances, I find it’s really helpful first to just help them map out this 
habit-loop process: the trigger, the behavior, and the reward.  

They can even start with the other person, like, “Well, is there some type of habit pattern they have? Is there 
some type of habit pattern that you have that’s similar?” You know, because we all learn the same way. 

What that helps them do is both see that “Oh, I can understand how my 
partner/my friend/my family member works.” This actually engenders a 
bit of empathy and compassion because they can put themselves in the 
other person’s shoes a little bit more. It also helps them start to see the 
universality of this process, where they can start to see, “Wait a minute. 
Actually I kind of do some of these things myself” – whether it’s they’re 
identifying their contribution in that situation or in other situations first.  

Pick out any simple behaviors they might have, help them map those 
out for themselves, help them map them out in their partner or 
whatever, and then eventually bring those together when the timing is right for it.  

[What I do to prevent guilt] ... somebody, for example, who binge-eats -  they get that temporary relief from 
the eating, but then they very quickly feel guilty about that themselves. I have a lot of patients who work 
with anger, and so, whether at their children or their spouse – and especially with children – it’s really 
heartbreaking to hear them say, “Oh, no, I yell at my kids and I feel guilty about yelling at my kids.”  

The shame here is huge, and what I find is they actually turn that inward. They realize they’re yelling at their 
kids and then they start yelling at themselves for yelling at their kids. The common pathway here is the 
yelling. They’re just turning it toward somebody else, but the yelling at themselves isn’t fixing anything. It’s 
probably making it worse because then that whatever that angst is inside just builds up even more.  

I help them start to just map out the process: “What triggers you to yell at your kids?” Because they’re clearly 
saying that it’s not very rewarding. I help them see this is a process that can be learned over time and that as 
they start to map out the process itself, we can give them some tools to start to work with that so that they 
can see, “Oh, there is another way.”  

At the same time, they can see that the guilt itself is feeding the process. So, “If I feel guilty because I binge-
eat, I might actually binge-eat more because I’m feeling guilty. Guilty feeling – that guilty emotion feeds the 
next round of binge-eating.”   

“It’s really helpful first to 

help them map out this 

habit-loop process: the 

trigger, the behavior, and 

the reward.” 
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It’s interesting, I hear this a lot: “It’s Monday or Tuesday. I screwed up 
today.” And then, “I’ll start back over next week.” They just write off 
the entire week; [but] they’ve got the rest of today and tomorrow, and 
they’ve got the rest of the week, where they could actually work with 
this. But it’s like, “Screw it,” you know. For some reason it’s always, 
“I’m going to start next week.”  

Dr. Buczynski: So for some clients, when we help them map out their 
trigger patterns, they might begin to see that guilt and shame are 
keeping them stuck in a harmful habit loop. 

Now let’s look at how we might work through this mapping process with a client. 

Here’s how Jud often does it . . . 

Dr. Brewer: [In response to this] I ask them two things.  

One, we help them map out that every time they do something they’re going to feed the process. For 
example, if it’s smoking cigarettes - every time they smoke a cigarette they’re reinforcing that reward-based-
learning habit. They get stressed out, they smoke a cigarette, they get that brief relief, and that’s going to 
perpetuate the cycle for smoking. Every single time they’re smoking, they’re making it more challenging to 
quit. Or every time they’re binge-eating, it’s making it harder to break that cycle. Or every time they’re 
getting caught up in worry thinking, it’s making it harder for them to do that.  

I say, “It’s your choice. You could start over next Monday, but think of all the moments between now and 
then when you’re going to perpetuate the process and all the 
moments between now and then where you could learn how your 
mind works - learn a little bit about yourself. Even if you don’t break 
the cycle, you can map out the process a little bit more. I think of 
this as you could bow to this as your teacher, like, “I had a binge. 
What can I learn from this?” as compared to, “Oh, screw it – I might 
as well just binge the rest of the day and tomorrow, and I’ll start 
over next week.” 

I have a patient who’s got two small boys and I see her for 
Buprenorphine maintenance for an opioid-use disorder. She’s been clean for a long time with regard to her 
drug use but she’s now working a lot with her labile emotions. She finds herself snapping at her kids. Some of 
those triggers are sometimes just physical symptoms that are uncomfortable - those discomforting feelings 
are the trigger to snap at her kids. The result of that is she feels guilty or shame, then she turns that toward 
herself and that process spirals. 

We’ve been working with her to just recognize that loop and forgive herself for how her brain works. This is 
just how her brain works. If she can see that in a way that’s not “This is me,” she’s less identified with the 
process, as compared to “This is a process of how my brain learns, and I can see how this process has kind of 
gotten out of control, so I snap at my kids.” Then she can start to bring in practices.  

She’s been using mindfulness practices in particular around taking a pause: being able to notice that anger, 
the irritation, the uncomfortable sensations - because she’s feeling physically uncomfortable - notice that 
urge to snap, and then be able to take a pause instead of snapping.  

“You could start over next 

Monday, but think of all the 

moments between now and 

then when you’re going to 

perpetuate the process.” 

“It’s Monday or Tuesday. I 

screwed up today. I’ll 

start back over next 

week. […] For some 

reason, it’s always I’m 

going to start next week.” 
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Dr. Buczynski: So Jud’s process for working effectively with a client’s emotional triggers is often two-fold. 
First, he helps the client start to recognize some of the patterns beneath their emotional triggers.  

And then he gives them ways to begin disrupting the habit-loop that’s become their automatic response to 
those triggers.   

Tomorrow, we’ll look at one question practitioners can ask their clients to help them identify their 
vulnerabilities. But right now, I’d like to hear from you. How will you use these ideas in practice with your 
clients today? Please leave a comment below, and I’ll see you tomorrow. 


