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Week 129, Day 1: Steven Hayes, PhD 

One Key Practice to Help Clients Reframe an Emotional Trigger 

Dr. Buczynski: How can we help clients find a balance between avoiding their emotions and feeling 
overwhelmed by them? 

Well, Dr. Steven Hayes says it’s often about helping clients look at their feelings and experiences in context. 
Here’s one approach Steven uses to do this. 

Dr. Hayes: The question of emotional triggers from an acceptance and commitment therapy point of view is 
viewed a little more broadly than most.  

We're not trying to avoid emotion for example; we're not trying to diminish 
emotion. Yes, out of control emotion is not what we're seeking, but it turns 
out that almost always is the result of a self-amplifying loop that comes from 
not being able to feel more openly.  

I'm less interested in noticing the triggers in order to be able to control, avoid, diminish, etc., as I am in 
noticing the context in which experience occurs. In other words, I think the real question inside this set of 
issues around emotional triggers is the mindfulness skills to notice how what you're feeling, thinking, 
remembering, and doing flows with the events in your life as they unfold.  

[The events] themselves have an impact because they fit in with part of your life history. What I'm saying is I 
want clients to be aware of the world outside, and within, in a way that's more open and more able to be 
focused when it needs to be focused, broadened when it needs to be broadened, shifted when it needs to be 
shifted, or maintained when it needs to be maintained. That kind of contact sensitivity comes I think from a 
broader set of mindfulness skills of being able to come into the now, inside and out, in a way that fits your 
interests. 

When you do notice these relationships between things that are happening in your emotional response, 
what we would want then to do is to look at your own experience in context. [That is] in a way that is kind, 
observant, and connected to the whole of it of bringing that attitude of open awareness - being able to 
observe and describe.  

A metaphor used for that is the sunset mode of mind or wow mode of mind - the kind of way that we 
observe a sunset or the way we listen to a child speak about something painful. We bring kind of a wow 
mode of mind, a sunset mode of my own, and an observant mode of mind that sees and describes how our 
emotions, thoughts, memories and sensations ebb and flow with the environments we are in. [Then] we can 
become more sensitive to what our history tells us about how to be here. 

Let me give an example. Let's say that I find myself getting angry in a business meeting. If I slow it down, I 
may catch a little fragment of what it is that evoked that emotion. I may notice that emotional trigger. Let's 
say perhaps there's a meeting where my boss is talking about what's going on in the department and people 
are being mentioned as having done things, and things that I've done are not mentioned. Then anger shows 
up. If you're not noticing the triggers, you might just hook into "This whole work environment just makes me 
angry" or "I'm pissed off to be here," and instead miss the vulnerability of wanting to be noticed and 

“We're not trying to 

diminish emotion.” 
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appreciated.  

Now, why would you want to notice that? For one thing, there may be ways of actually seeking out places in 
your work environment where you can carve out opportunities, if you have any kind of job control, for being 
noticed and being supported by your coworkers. If not - if the environment is so barren - that anger might 
lead down to a vulnerability that might lead to a yearning that's perfectly reasonable: the kind of socially 
supportive environments in which we can work together and cooperatively as teams and be mutually 
appreciative of each other. If that's really characteristic of the work environment [yearned for], it may be 
time to think about where else you could obtain a work environment like that.  

My point is anger might be something you normally would quickly turn away from for fear that you're going 
to express anger at work and you're going to create problems. The kind of history you have [can provide 
context] such as: we just don't do anger in our family, seeing in your parents or others patterns of explosive 
anger that's irresponsible, or suppression of anger that's a constant. 

Dealing with emotional triggers is not in order to avoid the trigger, it's to 
deepen our context sensitivity: our awareness of what's in the present 
environment that has meaning in part because it connects to what we've 
experienced in our own life. That kind of openness allows us to use the 
wisdom that comes from experience in a way that fosters the kind of life 
trajectory that we would want to create if it was up to us. That's I think what 
therapy is about: helping people come into the present with a history and to 
be able to guide the evolution of their own life in a direction that they choose.  

Context sensitivity is very helpful in deepening your understanding. One final 
way that's helpful is maybe to deepen your understanding even about where new things may be tried.  

If you are open to your emotional triggers, but you fitted into more mindfulness skills generally, you may 
notice there are just people at your work environment you are more happy to work with. Even if that's not 
normally part of how you do things, you might be able to structure it so it is. What I’m saying is that more 
general mindfulness skills will give you a place sometimes to put new behavior because you know it's going 
to fit better.  

You know that let's say asking your boss for more recognition is not going to lead to more recognition, 
whereas working with Sally over here is going to lead to a kind of work partnership that would allow you to 
create a more supportive work environment. Context sensitivity deepens our learning about the past but also 
opens up the affordances that are in the present. [This] is why I think it's worth attending to our triggers and 
attending to the way the environment evokes our psychological reactions.  

Dr. Buczynski: As Steven said, mindfulness can help clients gain a different perspective of their triggers. And 
that can open up new ways for them to move forward. 

Now tomorrow, we’re going to get into one distinction that we, as practitioners, might need to make in order 
to set the right pace for working with emotional triggers. 

But right now, I’d like to hear from you. How will you use what you just heard today? 

Please leave a comment below, and I’ll see you tomorrow. 

“Dealing with 

emotional triggers 

is not in order to 

avoid the trigger, 

it's to deepen our 

context sensitivity.” 


