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Week 127, Day 3: Michael Yapko, PhD  

A Key Question to Help Clients Identify Their Triggers  

Dr. Buczynski: Last week, we looked at how one practitioner uses a powerful metaphor to help her clients 
understand their emotional triggers. And today, we’re going to further explore this idea of helping clients 
recognize their emotional triggers.   

Here, Dr. Michael Yapko will share one key question he asks clients to help them identify these soft spots. 
And he shares an approach designed to equip clients with the tools they need to manage them more 
effectively. 

Dr. Yapko: Helping clients get to know and work with their emotional triggers... Every person has strengths 
and vulnerabilities.  

If we go from general to specific, what are people's vulnerabilities about? 
You can't escape having vulnerabilities. The idea isn't to eliminate 
vulnerabilities, as if anybody could. For as long as you care about what 
people think, for as long as you want to be loved and cared about, and 
for as long as you want to perform well in whatever you do, you're going 
to have vulnerabilities. You're going to be sensitive to people's reactions 
and feedback. It isn't about eliminating vulnerabilities; but it certainly 

helps to know what your desires and needs are and how you define yourself in terms of what matters to you 
- knowing that the things that you get attached to are the things that represent vulnerabilities.  

This is one of the things I think every therapist needs to give some consideration to, and it's embedded in the 
paradox of this question. If I ask you, as a viewer right now, to contemplate the question: what is the greatest 
source of strength in your life? Pause and think about that.  

What is the greatest source of strength in your life? Some people might say 
it's their marriage, while others says it’s their kids, career, or religion. 
Whatever the answer is for you as an individual - your greatest source of 
strength - you have paradoxically now just identified your greatest 
vulnerability.  

If you say, for example, that your marriage is your greatest source of 
strength, that's wonderful, until something happens to your marriage. If you say your kids are your greatest 
source of strength, that's wonderful, until something happens to your kids. 

Therein lies the problem. Each of us has attachments that we form, love that we have in our lives, friendships 
that we develop, careers that we develop, and things that we get attached to. Helping people identify what 
their triggers are really isn't very difficult. Being able to ask the question, "What do you want? What do you 
tell yourself that you need? What are the things that you get attached to?" These are where you're 
vulnerable.  

Now the question is: how do you help yourself recognize, before you walk into situations where the 
vulnerabilities are, how you want to reduce those vulnerabilities. How do you identify what constitutes a 
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reasonable risk, - a sensible risk?  

Sometimes people do unexpected things that hurt us. Sometimes 
situations change that hurt us, companies go belly up, companies go 
bankrupt, we lose jobs, and so forth. Things happen that are 
unexpected. You can't prevent things from happening necessarily in your 
life, but you can certainly recognize [where your vulnerabilities are]. This 
is where ultimately, in my view, therapy needs to go. 

How do I help you develop the strengths that you need to be able to 
cope with the things that you view as vulnerabilities, that are triggers for 

you, and that are painful for you, potentially? These are things people ask themselves routinely. What if this 
happens? What if my spouse walks out on me, or what if I find out my kid is on drugs, or what if I lose my 
job? The problem isn't that people ask that question - what if. The problem is when they don't answer it - 
when the person doesn't develop a strategy for how do I take this from seeming to be unmanageable? It's 
certainly going to be unpleasant, but if I view it as unmanageable, that magnifies how threatening it really is. 
How do I move it from unpleasant and unmanageable to unpleasant but manageable? 

You're never going to like it if your spouse walks out on you. You're not going to like it if you lose your job. It's 
going to be unpleasant, but how do we bring it into the realm of manageable? How do I help you evolve the 
resources that you need to be able to cope with these things in a way that isn't self-destructive, doesn't limit 
you in some way, and doesn’t make you feel like somehow you are weak or pathological? 

I guess my answer is I want to normalize vulnerability. The problem isn't that you're vulnerable. Everybody 
has vulnerabilities. The real issue is, do you have ways of managing those vulnerabilities to prevent them 
from arising unnecessarily if you can? And when they do arise, 
because you couldn't prevent it, you trust yourself to be able to 
handle those situations with some degree of skill and finesse.  

You can recognize it's hurtful, but it isn't going to be something that 
is beyond your ability to manage and come out the other side still 
being okay with who you are and how you do things.  

I continually reinforce for people their strengths. I come back to why hypnosis becomes such a valuable tool 
for me to be able to remind people of their resources.  

I use hypnosis as a vehicle for connecting people to strengths that they 
have but they've forgotten about, or strengths that they can discover that 
they didn't even know they had that I can start to bring into their 
awareness. I really like the idea of helping people expand the range of 
strengths they have to manage life as skillfully as they can.  

Dr. Buczynski: As Michael said, when we help clients expand their coping skills, they’re often able to stop 
feeling so helpless or overwhelmed in the face of their vulnerabilities or triggers.  

Tomorrow, we’ll look at an approach for helping clients whose reactivity might trigger us, as the practitioner. 

But right now, let’s hear from you. How can you use these ideas with your clients? Please leave a comment 
below. And while you’re there maybe go up and read other people’s comments and comments on their 
comments. That’s how we can bring our whole community together. I’ll see you tomorrow. 
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