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Week 129, Day 3: Miguel Gallardo, PhD 

The Protective Value of Emotional Triggers 

Dr. Buczynski: How do we help clients tell whether an emotional trigger might be serving a protective 
purpose?  

Dr. Miguel Gallardo often gives his clients an exercise designed to help them track their triggers as well as 
their response patterns. Here’s Miguel. 

Dr. Gallardo: How do I help clients work with their emotional triggers? Well, first off, there's a just a 
consciousness raising aspect of the work I do with folks in that area. I need to understand what they are and 
try to make sense of whether or not there's validity to those reactions they're having. Like I said, the work I 
always do and the clients I work with, there are reasons why they believe and think the way they do at times.  

I think, therapists would say that for all their clients, but when I say that about my particular clients who were 
low, socioeconomic individuals from  immigrant communities - maybe sometimes monolingual Spanish 
speaking and really oppressed in society - their reactions to the situation are protective. They would not 
survive if they did not respond in that particular way at times. But at the same time, I think it's important to 
really make sense of the utility to its fullest extent of those emotional reactions at times. Our greatest 
strengths can be our greatest weaknesses, at times.  

While responding in ways at times to certain situations can be adaptive, 
functional, and a means of survival, at times it can also really hamper and 
hinder our life events and life circumstances. It's always a balance between 
not putting the onus entirely on the individual while also recognizing we 
want to help the individual recognize there are some things they can do to 
help change their current circumstances. It's at both ends, if you will, in the work that I do.  

Again, I validate, understand, try to make sense of, really try to help people track if you will, some of those 
reactions.  

Sometimes what I might do with people is pull from some CBT techniques and use a thought record form. I 
have people tracking situations between the session I have with them and the next session around when 
they're finding themselves reacting the most: whether they're excited and happy, angry or mad, or sad. [I 
am] really trying to help understand what are the situations that are really triggering for you, and what kind 
of reactions are you having? How much of those reactions are impacting you at any given moment in time?  

I think a lot of times people may not always know entirely what triggers them sometimes. They might have 
some idea, but they may not always fully recognize that. I try to help them think about those things a little bit 
with some intentionality.  

I find tracking those through a thought record form can be helpful sometimes …. or in some ways that are 
contextually consistent with their lifestyle. Taking the thought record form may not always be the most 
consistent. They may not do it, so I say, "Look, I'd like for us to understand the things that are triggering you 
on a weekly basis at any given day. What's the best means to try to track that with some level of 
intentionality, a little bit better?" Then we'll come up with a way. Sometimes [they] just do a thought record 
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form and sometimes people write something down in their cell phones, notes, or whatever it may be. So it 
just depends.  

When I look at those and come back to those, that gives me a lot of insight into what might be happening for 
them. [We] talk about it, but a secondary or maybe even the primary focus or gain is they themselves gain 
more awareness and understanding about what their emotional triggers are. Then we talk about what's the 
utility and the validity of that. How is that helping you in those circumstances?  

At times that may not always be the most helpful for you given that you have every right to react the way 
you do under certain circumstances. I'm not saying you shouldn't respond that way or that I don't get it, but 
there's something about that, that also might not necessarily be as helpful for you at times. Let's talk a little 
bit about that.  

Dr. Buczynski: As Miguel said, by keeping a “thought record,” clients can often begin to figure out when and 
why they feel most reactive – And that can help make emotional triggers feel more manageable. But what 
can we do when this very process is triggering to a client? And to go a step further, what if they become 
emotionally reactive in session? Well, this very thing happened to Miguel. Here’s how he handled it. 

Dr. Gallardo: I had a client at one time who said he was going to come across the table and literally kick my 
you-know-what. I sat down with him and said, "So why would that be – what's creating that reaction from 
you? Let's understand that." I didn't even get up. I didn't respond. I just said, "Let's talk about that because 
you're having a strong reaction. What's happening for you right now? What did I say? What did I not say? 

What am I asking you?" I think he kind of tripped out a little bit because I wasn't like, I 
need to get out, oh my god. I didn't. I just stayed present.  

That's my male privilege as a male therapist. I'm aware of that. It's my male privilege as a 
therapist. If I was a woman, maybe I wouldn't feel the same way. I have to acknowledge 
multiple privileges I hold in the work I do.  

I sat with him and it changed our work. It did a 180 and went into a whole other direction. I think he was 
expecting me to stop the session - to end it. And if I thought I was really in danger and he was really going to, 
I would have. But I knew he was just threatening me because that's what he did with people. He's threatened 
people to intimidate them. It didn't matter who you were. Most people were like, "Yeah, I'm getting out of 
here, I'm not going to stay here for this." I stayed and that was powerful for him, and it was powerful for 
[me]. I was a graduate student when that happened by the way. You can imagine that I graduated you know 
17-18 years ago at this point. This is like twenty years ago or something, and so I was like, "Yeah, they didn't 
teach me this in graduate school. They didn't teach me how to deal with this."  

Staying present is critical. We oftentimes want to take information and solidify it someway in our minds that 
makes us feel more comfortable and present. In doing that, sometimes we actually distance ourselves from 
the issues presented to us and create more space between us metaphorically. I think we want to minimize 
the space, keep the space safe, acknowledge people where they're at, and let them be who they are even 
when it might be hard for us. I think that's a powerful therapeutic tool for us as therapists.  

We might not be doing our jobs at times if we're not finding ways to gently nudge and whisper loudly, and 
kind of push people and challenge them, a little bit. Again, I think that's my own theoretical underpinnings 
and the way I view my work. I realized that depending on the theoretical orientation and the frame of 
reference, people might see that and hear that differently. But for me, this idea of neutrality is not always 
therapeutic or helpful for folks that I work with. I think it serves them well, because again, I start working 
from a place of compassion, empathy, and humanizing people regardless of their circumstances. I think that 
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becomes very, very powerful in the work I do with people.  

Dr. Buczynski: As Miguel pointed out, working with a client’s emotional triggers sometimes requires striking a 
delicate balance.  A balance between staying present and empathizing versus gently nudging, or even 
confronting at times.  

Now tomorrow, we’re going to look at two ways to help reduce a client’s reactivity when it stems from social 
stereotypes.  

But right now, let’s hear from you. How will you use what you just heard in your practice? Please leave a 
comment below. And while you’re there, go up and read other people’s comments and maybe comment on 
their comments. That’s how we bring the whole community together. I’ll see you tomorrow. 

 


