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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 in your work with them. Let's jump right in.  

I'm joined by Drs. Rick Hanson and Joan Borysenko - both psychologists. Let's jump right in and talk about 
what stood out to you this week. How about if we start with you Rick, then we'll go to you Joanie. 

 

How to Work with the Humanness of Emotional Triggers 

Dr. Hanson: What landed on me was this poignant recognition that 
most of what is presenting in our offices is an extreme expression of 
an intensely and carefully shaped, through evolution, way of 
adapting, coping, and living to see the sunrise. It’s also about passing 
on genes - if they can pass some genes.  

In other words, these emotional reactions we have: anger, addiction, 
possessiveness and the aggression against others, grievance, shame - 
all of that is designed by evolution to help us survive and thrive and 
look to see the sunrise. It's really quite poignant. Rarely is something 
happening in our office that one might call inorganic 

psychopathology. A milder version of that which shows up at our office we would consider healthy and part 
of the human toolkit handed to us through evolution.  

I think there's some way in understanding poignantly that is Mother Nature on steroids; so we need to calm 
down for sure. What's actually happening is not inherently bad; it's just a little too much and a little too 
misguided.  No shame - we're designed to be this way. Now, what are we going to do about it? That seemed 
like a really recurring theme.  

Dr. Buczynski: Thank you. How about you Joan? 

Dr. Borysenko: I agree with what Rick said. It was so very beautifully stated by Deb Dana as she discussed 
Polyvagal theory: the idea that yes there are triggers and this is a system that's been there evolutionarily, as 
Rick said, because it's a survival thing. Once we get into that circuit in a certain sense, we can't mobilize our 
prefrontal cortex and those circuits that might moderate things - take the moral judgment out of it to say, 
"This is how it is, but that's not all folks."  

There are triggers, glimmers, and moments of safety. As I was listening this week to the experts, Rick, I 
thought my God you really have such a wonderful sense of how to work with those glimmers, how to bring all 
the goodness in the background into the foreground, and create a much more spacious awareness which can 
actually help tame some of those more ferocious moments.  

Dr. Hanson: Thank you. As far as you appreciate that, if you think of what is so defining of being human - our 
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emotional life, our social life, our very complex ways of adapting - in a funny kind of way someone in our 
office is just being too human. We kind of need it bring it back out, and that's a funny way to think about it. 

 

Three Practices to Help Clients Identify Moments of Safety  

Dr. Buczynski: I want to drill down a little bit more into something that Deb Dana said. As Joan mentioned, 
she does come from a Polyvagal theory background and she's particularly focused on the application of 
Polyvagal theory.  

When she was talking, she said when you're dealing with triggers it's just as important to look for cues of 
safety as it is to look at cues of what sets off the person's triggers. She explained an exercise that she uses - 
it's called find a glimmer. She said someone can do that every day to start to bring awareness to moments of 
connection and safety.  

Rick, what I wanted to ask you is what other strategies do you suggest might help someone identify and feel 
these moments of safety?  

Dr. Hanson: I love this topic. My supervisor has a saying that as much as the 
FBI is supposed to follow the money in organized crime, as therapists, we 
should follow anxiety as a fundamental central theme. Arguably, in terms 
of the neural hardware that enables emotion, the first to emerge involve 
negative emotions having to do with fear, threat, aversion, disgust, fear 
and rage. Then layered on top of that were more positive emotional 
capabilities.  

Fear is deeply, deeply primal. I think it's helpful to be mindful of and accept, own, and include that we're 
really a bunch of scared monkeys moving down busy city streets 
with each other.  

So, what to do about it? This is territory that I've been extremely 
interested in, in part, because I'm anxious by temperament. I want 
to name three practices I do with people, in addition to the really 
skillful things that Deb has said. It has to do with something Joan 
talked about really nicely, I think last week, about developing inner 
strengths.  

The first of these is what I call: notice you're basically alright, right 
now. Tell the truth. Sometimes in the past you may not have been basically alright and in the future there 
might be moments you are not basically alright. But in most moments, for most people, now and now and 
now, the heart is still beating, there's enough air to breathe, there's a basic okayness.  

The body is going on being around the edges, or my pain or irritation or something you're thinking about; but 
in the core of your being you're basically alright. You have an opportunity to notice that.  

Interestingly, coming into the brain originates inside the body, because the brain first and foremost needs to 
track the internal state of the body. That's why the first senses to evolve were internally directed: sensing, 
tasting, and smelling. Then we acquired more externally directed senses: hearing and seeing.  
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The body, most of the time, is telling the brain - especially a key part of the brain - the hypothalamus that 
digestion is occurring, heart is feeding, there's enough air, you're not in agonizing pain, no shark is chewing 
on your leg, and you're basically alright.  

But because that's what we're being told continually we habituate to it. We don't notice we're basically okay 
right now. That's an incredible opportunity for people in general, especially for people grappling with issues 
of safety and anxiety, to be mindful of the felt sense many times a day including in an extended way, for a 
minute or two or ten.  

Take it as your meditation object - the felt sense of basic awareness - so that you can build up this ability to 
recognize in this moment: I'm basically alright, even as I remain vigilant and aware of threats. I mobilize 
appropriate coping but without being invaded with anxiety, anger, and helplessness in the core of my being. 
That's a wonderful embodied practice. 

Then another one is what's the feeling of being strong. If you think about it, anxiety is a mismatch between 
threat and resources - both perception and what's actually true. A lot of what we do with people is we try to 
bring down their exaggerated view of threat and help them cope with threats so that they diminish.  

What about strengths? You build up the felt sense of being a determined person and also especially a person 
who can endure. I think this is especially useful for women, frankly, that endurance is strength and you are 
strong by just being here still. Internalizing that felt sense of, yeah, okay, threats are real, but my resources 
are greater. I'm a tough cookie, I've lived through this before, I can deal with it again, and I'm going to be 
okay. So that's another trait to build up - the trait sense of felt strength and associated with always - 
determination.  

Last, to do practices of letting go of unnecessary anxiety, it's really interesting to observe in this moment: do 
you need to feel this fearful, do you need to feel this braced or guarded, can you let go of unnecessary 
anxiety? If it's appropriate to remain anxious about something, fine, but unnecessary anxiety is something 
you can actually shed and that's a really interesting mindfulness practice. 

 

One Strategy to Help Couples Support One Another Through Their Triggers 

Dr. Buczynski: Let's stay with something else that Deb Dana talked about. She was talking about when you're 
working with couples and focused on identifying triggers and also these glimmers, as she calls them. She said 
that working this way with couples helps them see there's no meaning behind a partner's behavior when 
they're being triggered - it's simply a physiological response.  

Can you share a strategy a couple could use in a moment, when one or both of them are triggered, that 
might help soothe the nervous system and help them get to a place where they can work more calmly 
together? 

Dr. Borysenko: Yes. First of all, it's so very important when a couple can feel 
like they are collaborators; they are co-collaborators, not antagonists. The 
other person is not behaving the way they're behaving under painfulness or 
meanness or, as Deb would say, some moral thing. Something has gone on 
now that's triggered the nervous system, and this is normal, natural, although 
hurtful in that moment. Now the two are collaborators on one of the most 
important experiments they can ever do; that is how can they come together 
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to help one another grow a bigger heart, a more expansive mind, a more curious nature?  

There's nothing better than people getting together on that side of helping each other's best self come 
forward.  

There is something I think that works extremely well with couples, with individuals, and with groups. It's 
really a very, very simple method that comes out of the heart. Put your hand on your heart. That triggers a 
whole array of physiological responses. We've got our nervous system in our heart.   

Then have, for example, a couple actually remember a moment where there was a sense of deep love or 
understanding or kindness - one of these powerful internal resources that they have that is with one another. 
Most people can remember at least times from early in the relationship where maybe they just looked into 
each other's eyes and there were no boundaries there. They saw a glimmer of something so real and so 
precious. [Have that couple] put their hand over their heart and feel that in that embodied sense that Rick 
was talking about. What does that resource feel like inside yourself?  

That is a wonderful thing because it allows people to touch them together. It’s just something that is very 
real and very primal, because my own sense is while fear is absolutely primal, love is also absolutely primal. 
We can install it as more of a state and better still when we do that in collaboration.  

 

How to Help Clients Tolerate the Intense Emotions Under Their Triggers 

Dr. Buczynski: If a client can't tolerate intense emotion, Christine Padesky said she'll first work with them to 
build those skills before she approaches working with their triggers. She described creating a set of two-by-
two grids to collect coping strategies for various emotions that could be used at different times. Now that's a 
CBT approach. What are some other ways to help someone begin to tolerate intense emotions? 

Dr. Hanson: I love Christine's work and how she thinks about things in this early and resourceful and very 
hopeful way, because the more things you can do, the more opportunities you have.  

A lot of what we look for with clients are stones unturned, because that's where the opportunities are. It's 
really tough when there are just no more stones to turn over and we're in a tough situation. I think a lot in 
terms of matched resources, in reference to a framework of our three fundamental needs for safety, 
satisfaction and connection, loosely related to the reptilian brainstem and mammalian subcortex, primary 
human neocortex, safety, satisfaction, and connection.  

If you think about it, a lot of times we try to help people in ways that develop resources in them, but they're 
not matched to the issue. Like gratitude, for example, does not help with issues of safety and anxiety; it has 
to do with satisfaction - it's not useful.  

I think it's very helpful for people in a deliberate and thoughtful way to work backwards in a pretty specific 
sense from, "Okay, what's the issue that's happening in the mind of this person that blocks them from 

tolerating their own experience? What is it exactly?" Alternately or 
additionally, what resource if it were more present, highly matched to the 
particular difficulty, would really be great to grow?  

I'll start by saying, as Joan said a moment ago, it's really touched me. Love is a 
universal resource, it's a universal medicine because it helps us feel safer. It's 
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very satisfying and of course it connects us with other people. Love is love, whether it's flowing in or flowing 
out, which is also very helpful.  

Often people have limited opportunities to receive love or aspects of love flowing in, but they can always find 
ways to express love in ways large and small, flowing out. That said, if 
someone for example is dealing with an aspect of safety in which they feel 
helpless, I don't think it's that useful to feel protected or relaxed even 
though that is a resource for other aspects of safety issues.  

With regard to helplessness, it's important to build up the trait felt sense of 
agency and efficacy, even in very small ways like choosing salt rather than 
pepper - the feeling of being a chooser, tightly matched. On the other hand, 
if a person feels that they're just dealing with life and that storms are 
blowing through them and they have no walls or protections, a sense of 
agency is nice. Maybe it's foundational for the building of walls, but it's not directly relate.  

There the resource to grow would be something more about recognizing very tangible physical protections 
like the feeling of having a jacket or an umbrella or a lock on your front door, as well as other subtler forms of 
protection like other people who will come through for you.  

I just want to introduce this general strategy of matching resource to issue, medicine to ailment, and to be 
exploring with people in a more granular way what would be the highest matching. It's okay to be a ring or 
two out from the bullseye, but the closer we get to the bullseye - bingo, the better the result. 

 

The Power of Story When Helping Clients Reintegrate Their Emotion  

Dr. Buczynski: Dan Siegel defined emotion as a shift in integration. He said that when someone's emotions 
are triggered it means that the integration is blocked. Can you help us unpack that idea a bit? 

Dr. Borysenko: I would like to unpack that idea with very simple metaphors. Rather than going for the brain 
science, I think of two substances like oil and water, or in the salad dressing analogy - oil and vinegar - that do 
not integrate with each other. Unless you emulsify them - do something that causes them to integrate - they 
will in a short period of time disintegrate and the oil will rise to the surface. 

People can understand very well from a metaphor like that, "Oh my goodness, look what just surfaced. I just 
disintegrated in some way and old things just popped up. It's like a teaspoon of oil on top of the vinegar here. 
I am disintegrated."  

The question becomes: how do you reintegrate both temporarily? But if you pay attention to temporary 
integration, what happens? As Rick has so beautifully put it, temporary states can be integrated into traits. 
The chance of disintegration happening goes down and the salad dressing is good. All things are tasty.  

What creates integration? Rick has been given fabulous examples of how you do that … how you install 
resources that are really, shall we say, targeted; they're like targeted medicines in places where we 
disintegrate. For example, here's a method that's very useful.  

Bill O'Hanlon told a story of the 100,000 demons to prevent a patient from dissociating in a session by just 
keeping their feet on the floor; no matter what happens just keep your feet on the floor. Story can often do. 
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Story is an emulsifier of experience and a changer of brain states 
because it gives a new way of looking at things. It gives a new 
perspective that's outside of the usual circle of associations that 
people have.  

I love story. But also a big way of emulsifying things and keeping 
people from disintegrating, is to help them look at the larger view 
of life and how a particular problem can actually be a kind of 

doorway … a kind of portal into getting where it is that they want to go.  

To say, "Oh, so this old pattern has just been triggered," and it's right there for you to examine. What a 
fortunate experience this is, because you have a larger worldview. Let's say that being integrated, being able 
to be loved, being able to be present, is where you're aiming for. I would say that worldview, story, and 
meaning are all emulsifiers that help us from disintegrating.  

Dr. Buczynski: Thanks. 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 clients this 
week? Please leave a comment below, and while you're there, go up and read other people's comments from 
this week and maybe comment on their comments. That brings our whole community together. Meanwhile, 
we'll be back again next week.  

Take good care everyone. Bye-bye. 
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