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Dr. Buczynski: Hello everyone. We're back. This is the part of the week where we're going to focus on your 
clients and how you can use the ideas from this week with the people you work with. 

I'm joined, as always, by my two good buddies Drs. Joan Borysenko and Rick Hanson. Let's jump right in. Joan, 
what stood out to you this week? 

 

How Building Inner Strength Can Disrupt Vicious Cycles 

Dr. Borysenko: What stood out to me was the whole notion of inner strengths versus outer strengths. 
Certainly, Michael Yapko talked a lot about outer strengths. Sometimes if those outer strengths don't come 
to us, like a marriage that's wonderful or something else that helps us deal with the stresses of life, that 
becomes vulnerabilities. Therefore, we need to develop our inner strengths.  

I've been thinking a great deal about this. There's so much research on 
the bias strengths and positive psychology, values in action, and how 
important it is to use those strengths. What comes up over and over again 
is that the inner strengths of self-respect, self-compassion, love, and 
empathy are a wonderful thing to invoke. Those really help us when we 
get triggered; we are able to connect with those inner strengths.  

Dr. Buczynski: Thank you. How about you Rick? What stood out to you?  

Dr. Hanson: I just want to echo first what Joan said about inner strengths. Inner resources broadly, as stated, 
are really, really, important including using experiences and states to grow them as traits which then foster 
more of those states in a nice positive cycle. To build on that notion of circularity, I was just kind of laughing 
internally a moment ago thinking that as therapists we traffic in vicious cycles a lot.  

Dr. Buczynski: We do.  

Dr. Hanson: We go through vicious cycles. I believe, those are just operated entirely inside people. Others 
kind of start inside, move through relationships, come back inside, and round and round they go. It seemed 
like, I've been realizing, a vicious cycle is actually a great opportunity because of the linkages that lead from A 
to B to C to A to B to C. If you can disrupt A or B or C you can start to blow up the vicious cycle.  

We have for example, shame. This week was a lot of exploration on 
guilt that's distressing, leading to a behavioral habit like overeating, 
smoking, drinking, and so forth which then leads to more guilt and 
shame. That's a vicious cycle, but if we can stop any little bit of 
that, then we disrupt the whole cycle. Vicious cycles in weird ways 
are fantastic opportunities for disruption and the creation of 
positive cycles. 
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How Validation Enables Clients to Build Self-Compassion 

Dr. Buczynski: I want to ask you something that Dick Schwartz talked about. He talked about his work where 
he accessed the part of the client that was protecting the client's vulnerable childlike exile. He said the most 
important message was to communicate empathy and appreciation. If we want to broaden that beyond IFS, 
that's Internal Family Systems and that's what Dick Schwartz created. Can you share a strategy or exercise 
that can help someone feel heard and appreciated? How might those feelings help reduce reactivity? 

Dr. Borysenko: Absolutely. I give a lot of workshops, and very often the way I create a safe space in the 
workshop is listening. What people want more than anything else in this whole world is to be listened to, 
acknowledged, and accepted. Plato said that was the most important thing, called the Thymos, that a human 
being requires - a deep acknowledgement of their own worthiness. You can also do this with a couple in your 
office.  

Therapists - hopefully we are doing it all the time with our clients. Pose a question. It could be the simplest 
question like what is it that brings you joy? Somebody speaks to that for a minute or two without 
interruption and the other person simply listens. It's not about response, it's about presence.  

Anything, as therapists, that we do that allows people to fully 
express themselves and then feel like they have been accepted 
and received, allows the sense of self-compassion and worthiness 
to arise in them.  

We've spoken so much in a variety of different series you have 
done about the therapeutic presence. That's really what every 
human being is looking for on where they are taking up space in 
this world.  

 

How to Help Clients Break the Pattern of Generational Trauma and Triggers 

Dr. Buczynski: Let's stay with Dick Schwartz's idea for just a bit longer. He talked about what he called a 
legacy burden. He was referring to a client who responded to his son's vulnerability in much the way that 
client's father had responded to his vulnerability.  

Can you share a story of working with someone whose triggers were related to family history? How did you 
help them break out of the pattern of generational trauma and triggers? 

Dr. Hanson: The desire of this father to help his son so his son would not be vulnerable and expose himself to 
what, he, the father, experienced when he was vulnerable with his own father - it's misguided and yet so 
poignant.  

I'm thinking right now of a client I have worked with for a long time who grew up in a very chaotic situation. 
He had an older sister and a younger sister and a mother who spent a fair amount of time in homelessness, in 
part due to the abandonment and lack of coming through of his father. That was situated in a larger, longer, 
generational process having to do with the father's father, and the father's father's father, and parents.  

I could say more but it would be too identifying. He belonged to an ethnic group, let's just say, where this 
was a real issue. The thing that happened for him that was incredibly hard for him to bear was the re-
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experiencing of how it felt for him, as a ten-year-old boy or a six-year-old boy, that he could not protect his 
sisters and his mother. In him, to whatever extent, it was a heroic impulse to try to protect, and it failed.  

Then, as an adult, he would get drawn into situations in which he was over-expressing that heroic protective 
quality. That would also draw him in, as Joan has said, into very familiar patterns of people who are highly 
wounded and frankly unsaveable. That would perpetuate his quest that was unfulfilled and also draw him 
into situations where he would get over-controlling to try to protect people. There was this legacy coming on 
him.  

For him, a lot of the work was to reframe. [This] is really to just name the truth of his efforts which seem so 
contentious in his relationships, and costly for himself. Reframe that or name 
them properly as a lovely, profound, powerful, heroic desire to repair, save, 
defend, and push against aggressors and so forth.  

He could reclaim that or name that to himself, that that was his longing; then he 
could lighten up about it. It's that classic Dick Schwartz work of you listening to 
the exiled parts and then you become more integrated as a result, paradoxically. The more you listen to them 
the quieter they get, which is interesting.  

Anyway, that was the net of it all. Over time, he was then much more able to work with people who were 
actually rescuable. He still wanted to do that and he was okay. He was like a super hero. He was going to help 
people, and that was the way it was, but only if they were helpable and he didn't go over the top.  

 

What We Can Learn About a Client’s Emotional Triggers from Their Past  

Dr. Buczynski: Michael Yapko talked about helping people develop strategies to cope with unpleasant 
situations so that even though the situations might still be unpleasant, they were able to respond in a way 
that was manageable. Can you share how you've helped someone do this in regard to something that was 
triggering them? 

Dr. Borysenko: Yes. I remember very well a young woman came in with her husband and she had an 
enormous problem with jealousy. Boy, she was triggered. All he had to do was look around and if his eyes 
lighted for a moment on another woman, she would just absolutely go ballistic - actually get very angry. 
She'd started to pick on her spouse. It was not a good situation whatsoever.  

She had abandonment issues in the past - some very difficult interpersonal relationships with men, etc. The 
question was how could she tolerate situations in which - even going out to dinner with another couple and 
his just having a conversation with another woman - how could she manage not to be triggered by this?  

What we began to work on was simply to say, "You are triggered on you're afraid he's going to leave you for 
somebody else. What do you really need from him at this moment?" She settled on a number of things she 
needed to know: "I love you, I care about you, I'm not about to leave you," and they settled on a couple of 
things. Even like a touch on the leg under the table, something like that, when he saw her begin to get 
triggered.  

What happened was they became allies and he recognized, "Oh my goodness, look what this 'bad behavior' is 
coming from. She just wants to be loved, that's all." That's what they worked at. That was such a shift in 
frame of reference for both of them away from, "Oh my god, she's so jealous, what a harpy" to "I love this 
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woman and she needs to know this."  

 

How to Use the Brain to Help Clients Move Away from Snap Judgements 

Dr. Buczynski: Miguel Gallardo talked about a client who was quick to respond with anger. The reason the 
client did that is [because] he had been mistreated so often by people before. Can you share a bit about the 
brain science behind snap judgments? This client was making a snap judgment that something that had 
happened before was going to happen again. What's the brain science behind snap judgments or 
assumptions that people make? 

Dr. Hanson: There's a lot of it, first of all. I love this topic. It's just a practical topic too. I will just do some 
summaries and move pretty rapidly into how can we intervene in the hardware. How can we use the 
software of the mind to change the hardware of the brain, to benefit the software of the mind, which then 
ripples out into our relationships?  

We have the classic notion of the amygdala hijack. Quick explanation I want to offer here is kind of a sound 
bite I do with clients.  

Information is coming to the brain all the time from the outside and inside. It tends to be centrally processed 
in a little switchboard called the thalamus from which signals and information go up to the prefrontal cortex, 
which is sort of where the chair of the mental committee lives. That information much more rapidly tracks 
into the amygdala and hippocampus which are physically right next to the thalamus in the subcortex 
underneath the cortex.  

The amygdala and hippocampus get a second or two or three head start. When they quickly recognize what's 
happening seems like something that they learned from the past is bad, they start reacting. That initiates that 
combination of sympathetic nervous system activation and hormonal process, through the pituitary glands, 
that leads to cortisol and adrenaline and so forth. It's kind of a two-track process of fighting and fleeing.  

The problem is that the amygdala and hippocampus get that one to two to three second head start. It's not a 
long head start, but it can happen in one, two, three, four seconds. That head start begins to shape how the 
cortex processes the information it's getting. It tilts it, biases it, spins it one way or another, and that's the 
amygdala hijack in action. So normal - we're designed to do [it] - thank you mom and thank you mother 
nature. What do we do about it?  

This is where I think it's very helpful to develop trait patience. Patience is such a lovely word. It's good old-
fashioned virtue. Nobody can be against patience .... like apple-pie, gluten-free. Patience is good as a trait - 
really good.  

Second, which slows things down .... because if we give that cortex just five seconds, count to three, count to 
ten, then its vast resources can start coming online - it's like a huge army except it takes a while to get it to 
the battlefield. The amygdala is out there real fast, but if you slow things down you can bring these forces 
there, and then they can be very, very powerful.  

Another one is this cultivation of spacious awareness. In other words, a wider view, as a trait, cultivated 
through positive emotion which supports a wide perceptual field, and these things I talked about - 
strengthening these lateral networks through a bird's-eye view, a panoramic perspective, a sense of things as 
a whole. When we have a wider view, then we're not going to be so hijacked by that one tile in the inner 
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mosaic that's starting to suddenly flash red. Training in trait wider view, and well-being as a trait is also 
important to cultivate. To use the term from Alcoholics Anonymous' - HALT - the more we're hungry, angry, 
lonely or tired (HALT) we are more prone to an amygdala hijack. The alternative to that is deepening trait 
well-being so in the core of ourselves we have more of a sense of resilient well-being and calm happiness. 
That's great.  

Then last, I've been thinking about Piaget talking about the distinction between assimilation and 
accommodation. In other words, when we're amygdala hijacked were assimilating into a familiar reaction 
habit pattern - the new stimulus. It just seems like, "Oh, like everything before." Accommodation is when 
information lands and we change our frameworks. We help ourselves budge so we're not just reacting out of 
the old way of knowing. As Piaget pointed out, assimilation is easy. It's really important training 
accommodation and the capacity to stretch your own familiar schema.  

My key aspect to them is increasing trait openness and thinking back to the big five factors of personality 
given by the acronym OCEAN: Openness, Conscientiousness, Extraversion, Agreeableness and Neuroticism.  

The first of those – openness; people can develop greater openness so 
they're more prepared to accommodate their take on things to what's 
happening, rather than being triggered by assimilating what's occurring 
into an old habit pattern of reactivation.  

Dr. Buczynski: Thank you. That's it for us for this week. Now, we'd like to 
hear from you. How are you going to use these ideas in your work with 
your patients this week? Please leave a comment below. While you're 
there, maybe go up and read other people's comments and comment on 
their comments. That brings our whole community together. 

We'll be back again next week. Take good care everyone. Bye-bye. 
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