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Week 129, Day 2: Pat Ogden, PhD 

Working with Trauma- or Attachment-Related Triggers 

Dr. Buczynski: How do we work with emotional triggers that stem from a client’s attachment or trauma 
history?  

According to Dr. Pat Ogden, it can be essential to tease out which type we’re working with right from the 
start. Here, Pat gets into how she does this kind of prep work with clients. 

Dr. Ogden: I would say almost all clients are disconnected in some way from the bodies when they're 
triggered, because they're outside that window. They're not centered anymore. It just depends on how 
they're disconnected. They might be shut down and numb or they might be hyper aroused and just in a 
panic. It's hard to talk about a one size fits all because it's not like that.  

It's a lot of preparatory work to do before you adjust triggers. It might be 
a lot of how to regulate and how to find the somatic resources that will 
regulate you before we even talk about triggers. Sometimes that can 
take a long time whether it's the breathing, self-touch, feet on the floor, 
or the line spine.  

One client I'm thinking of– her body was the trigger. Period. She couldn't 
feel her body at all or connect with it; she wanted to connect with it but couldn't. One of our first 
experiments I suggested … was I said, what do you think? She agreed we would try to find a positive memory. 
She could find a positive memory of running on the lawn after it was mowed, and the soft grass. She was 
barefoot and they had a real manicured lawn that she liked. She loved that feeling of being on a soft lawn 
after it was mowed - the smell and being barefoot and all.  

We really went into that memory and the senses of it. She felt good in her body and said it just felt like she 
belongs… and her shoulders came down. She took a deep breath. You could see more integrity in her body. 
But then that triggered other memories of abuse and connection with her body that was unpleasant. We had 
to then do some resources of pushing away the memories that threatened to flood her. We used an action of 
pushing them away and then she felt better. She felt some control over herself. She said she didn't feel like 
she was going to get flooded. 

But if somebody is really shut down like that, even with a positive affect, it runs the risk of dysregulation. 
Starting to do resources can run the risk of dysregulation. We have to go very, very slowly and we have to 
track carefully. I remember we stopped and I said, "What's happening right now," because something shifted. 
She said, "I'm trying to breathe and stay here and stay present." Then we dropped the positive memory and 
worked with something else. Triggers can be overwhelming with people. We just really want to be very 
aware of that.  

She really had a trauma trigger. She was pretty severely traumatized and dissociative. The triggers can also be 
just from developmental learning that's not necessarily traumatic. I think that's important to understand. Like 
one man I'll call Jim, he was very triggered by his boss. He had a great boss, but whenever his boss would 
critique his performance, which is part of his job about the evaluation, Jim neurocepted danger and 
anticipated criticism. [It] was like he was really hyper aroused when he walked into the job evaluations. He 
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was very sensitive to the slightest indication that his boss was not happy with his work, whereas his boss was 
very happy with his work. He had almost all positive feedback for him.  

Jim had grown up with parents who really wanted him to be a good boy. He tried very hard to be a good boy 
so he could feel safe in his family and meet their expectations. Now this was not to the extent that he was 
traumatized. For all children, they’ve got to meet their parents' expectations in order to feel safe, because if 
they don't they're not safe. Kids will usually try to do just about anything to feel some modicum of safety. He 
had that wired in that the slightest criticism would mean he would lose his job, which of course wasn't true at 
all.  

He'd learned resources to quiet himself down and challenge both his hyper arousal and those thoughts, and 
to also remind himself physically and mentally, that his boss loved his performance. He'd gotten promotion 
after promotion. That positive feedback greatly outweighed a few little bits that he could improve on. But 
that did not stem from trauma.  

I think it's important for clinicians to be able to distinguish with any issue, 
if it stems from trauma or if it stems from an attachment issue that might 
be painful, but it doesn't elicit severe trauma. With Jim eventually, of 
course, we had to go into the pain of not feeling good enough as a child - 
all that emotional pain. [We had to] resolve and finish that unfinished 
business from the past.  

It was by experimenting like - what's the thing that your boss said? I think 
for him it was either the look on his boss's face or what he said. Bring 
that into the therapy hour and find out what happened. I think it was just 
being there in that last job review - the one little thing the boss said and 
his reaction to it. Also, if you take that moment and you just stay with 
that moment, how does your body respond? What thoughts come up? 
Are there any images that come up as you see your boss and hear his 
words? Are there any memories? What feelings, etc.?  

That's the organization of experience. That's what will often take you to formative memories. Because it 
didn't start with his boss, it started with his childhood. We can use a current day trigger to find out the 
organization of experience which very often leads to a past memory. Besides them being able to shift the 
organization of experience, things start to make sense to the client, so that's where that comes from of 
course. It's nice when memories are available, but they don't have to be available. For him they were.  

Dr. Buczynski: As Pat just pointed out, when we establish whether a client’s trigger is rooted in trauma or an 
attachment issue right up front, that can often help us determine the right pace, and the best treatment, for 
healing.  

Now tomorrow, we’ll look at an exercise for both tracking and bringing awareness to a client’s triggers. But 
right now, I’d like to hear your thoughts. How will you use these ideas with your clients? Please leave a 
comment below, and I’ll see you tomorrow. 
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