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Dr. Buczynski:  Hello everyone. We’re back. This is the part of the week where we’re going to talk about your 
clients and how you can apply the ideas from this week to your clients.  

I’m joined, as I always am, by my two good buddies, Drs. Joan Borysenko and Rick Hanson. let’s start, like we 
always do, guys, with what stood out to you this week? We’ll start with you, Rick, and then we’ll go to you, 
Joan. 

 

The Importance of Diverse Perspectives When Working with Triggers 

Dr. Hanson: What stood out for me this week – and many weeks, actually – is the profound connection 
between the personal and the political, and the ways in which the lives of people are embedded in their own 
real circumstances.  

I’m using the word “political” as kind of a catchphrase to include the totality of a person’s social class, gender 
socialization, the events that happen to them, the economy, and the way that it affects them in their culture.  

It’s really easy to overlook that aspect of things when we’re working with people, or over-focus on it. I 
thought that our experts this week did a really great job of taking a middle path there in which there was a 
real acknowledgement of the impacts of environmental events, understandably, on individuals. For example, 
helping them shed unfair self-blame with regard to that, while at the same time realizing that when we work 
with people at the individual level, that’s our level of intervention. 

Even though the level of causes sometimes in people’s lives is very 
much at the macro level, nonetheless, we work with people 
generally, as therapists, very much at the individual level. But it’s 
helpful at an individual level of course to take the macro level into 
account. That’s what stood out for me a lot this week.  

Dr. Buczynski:  How about you, Joan? 

Dr. Borysenko: Rick, that’s exactly what struck me: the whole impact of how we’re seen by others in a larger 
societal way, and how we see ourselves, and then that loop: how we then see others through those different 
layers of filter.  

I have to say that I’ve spoken at quite a number of conferences lately for mental health professionals, and 
this keeps coming up because so many of us really don’t know very much, except for our own culture or our 
own ethnicity, our own religion. What’s happening now is people realize, “Oh, my, everybody, to a certain 
extent, is a minority with their own issues and their own culture.” 

What I’ve been seeing is a tremendous amount of anxiety and depression and hopelessness in healthcare 
providers themselves, because of the polarization between so many parts of our society. There used to be 
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more of a feeling like, “We’re all Americans.” There’s been a 
disintegration into “tribes,” which is not helpful to anyone. 

Something that would be good for all mental health providers is we 
need to sign up for diversity training. What I recognized when there was 
the synagogue shooting in Pittsburgh, as somebody who is Jewish, it hit 

very, very close to home. Then, I was so moved by people from other 
groups, by people from mosques coming in and surrounding the 
synagogues. I began to think, “My goodness, if we could all bond like 
this…”  

We all came from somewhere else, and there are all kinds of 
attachments, but one kind of attachment that’s sorely lacking is the 
attachment of different tribes of people to one another. That really 
struck me this week.  

 

One Technique for Helping Clients Increase Their Self-Awareness 

Dr. Buczynski:  Getting into the heart of some of the questions, to get a little more specific – Steven Hayes 
said that when we’re working with triggers, it’s not about trying to control or avoid emotions, even difficult 
emotions. Instead, it’s about helping clients to develop mindfulness skills to become more aware of when 
and what they are thinking and feeling in specific moments. Can you walk us through a mindfulness exercise 
that would help someone become more aware that they’re getting triggered?  

Dr. Hanson: First, I want to say that I just love Steve Hayes’s work. What a blend of scholarship and art and 
application. I could listen to him all day long. 

Secondly, I just want to make a general comment about the use of the word these days of mindfulness, and 
call out the fact that what Steve is talking about there is good old-fashioned self-awareness. This is obviously 
rooted in a whole long tradition in the humanities in the West and the East: “Know thyself.” Certainly in the 
last hundred years in psychology, it’s very much rooted in the work of Freud and his followers, self-
awareness, and making the unconscious conscious. 

Sometimes we can get caught up in old wine in new bottles and lose sight of the old wine and do a disservice 
to how good that old wine is. We have many “elders,” if I can say that, in our “tribe,” including Joan 
Borysenko, Carl Rogers, Fritz Perls, Gestalt. They’re people that really brought to the fore the value of self-
awareness.  

We’re really talking about self-awareness broadly, and mindfulness is not restricted to self-awareness; it can 
be applied to so many other things. 

That said, I’d like to walk people through an acronym that I know we’ve talked a bit about, and it’s worth 
remembering again: the RAIN acronym. It’s a really wonderful application of self-awareness. 

Michele McDonald developed it; Tara Brach has really taken it further, and other people as well. RAIN stands 
for – and people do this differently – but the original is Recognize, Accept, Investigate, Not self. I’ll explain 
that. 
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The first step in the RAIN acronym is just to Recognize that something’s going on.  

You’re triggered, you’re upset, you feel frozen, you’re sleepy, your mind is wandering away, you can’t stay 
present in the moment, you’re really mad. Recognize what’s there. Even name it to yourself, 
nonjudgmentally, like, “Woah – really mad,” or, “Falling asleep – don’t know why.” 

Then, second, A for Accept or Allow.  

Let it be – and Steve was really speaking to that aspect. Let it be. Don’t have to fight it. Obviously it helps to 
grow resources inside to tolerate what we’re Accepting and staying with, but we can Allow it. 

Then the I is active Investigation. How psychodynamic – right?  

Uncover things, disentangle things, sense down to what’s softer, younger, more vulnerable, more important 
beneath the surface. That’s I for Investigate. 

Then, completing this, kind of moving beyond classic mindfulness to something that’s more about a sense of 
perspective, don’t take it so personally. It’s obviously impacting you as a person, but you don’t need to own it 
or think that it’s all about you.  

You can locate what’s happening in yourself in a wider framework – which 
also speaks to the political that we started here: realizing the larger web 
of causes that are producing the experience you’re having in the moment. 

That’s not the entirety of working with personal material, obviously – 
after this RAIN process, then we often need to get it more active and we need to think about what we’re 
going to do. But the RAIN acronym is a lovely framework for a mindful exploration of what it’s like to be you 
in this moment. 

 

One Effective and Accessible Strategy Clients Can Use  
to Stay within Their Window of Tolerance 

Dr. Buczynski: Pat Ogden reminded us that some clients might need preparation in coming into their window 
of tolerance before you get into what’s triggering them. How do you help a client get back into their window 
of tolerance? Is there any research that might point to some effective strategies for doing that? 

Dr. Borysenko:  There are so many ways to help people get back into that, and of course change their 
nervous system. The simplest of course are the various kinds of 
breathing. The yogis have explored this for years, and now there 
is really a voluminous literature on how different breathing 
patterns change the autonomic nervous system.  

That is the most accessible kind of thing for almost everybody. I 
remember when I was running the Mind-Body Clinic back at Beth 
Israel at Hospital in Boston, which trained people in meditation 
and trained people’s nervous systems to calm down so they 

could be present, when we asked them what they were doing six months later, some people were still 
meditating.  
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Most people were still doing mindfulness activities in daily life, but virtually everybody was, fortunately, still 
breathing [laughs]. That’s such an accessible and well-researched system that that, for me, is always a very 
important thing. Then, as you notice where a client is, you can of course ask them to experiment with 
different kinds of breathing. 

One of the simplest and most effective is just the purse-lipped breathing: to breathe in, to purse your lips, 
and to breathe out slowly, as if you were breathing through a straw. That really causes the out-breath to 
become very long and changes vagal tone immediately, and brings down the sympathetic system, and brings 
up the kind of “rest and digest, cool-out” nature of the vagus. That is a go-to for any therapist.  

 

Why a Client’s History is Key to Understanding The Root of Their Triggers 

Dr. Buczynski:  Staying with Pat Ogden just a bit more, she talked about the importance of figuring out – and 
this was an interesting point she made – do your clients’ triggers come from trauma or do they come from 
attachment/attachment issues? 

Can you share a little bit about how you make that distinction, and 
what do you look for, or what do you ask?  

Dr. Hanson: That’s a really useful distinction. Obviously it’s a fuzzy 
one, and the two go together – in other words, trauma can be 
embedded in a larger attachment history that’s really problematic. 
I’ve found that it’s helpful to appreciate the fact that for some people, an event that for a different person 
would have been traumatic was really not a trauma.  Sometimes we can jump too quickly in that direction. 

On the other hand, we have people who don’t really have a trauma history and yet the day-to-day “death 
with a thousand paper cuts” they experience growing up, or in their school system – because for a lot of 
people, a key piece of their attachment history is with their peers. There’s good research on it, as it’s 
important to not just over-focus on parents but to really include siblings in their peer environment. 

In terms of something practical, I find with clients I use a simple metaphor that’s really quite physical, of 
dragging your fingernail across the back of your hand, and talking about sensitization. The first ten times you 
do it, it’s not anything; the first hundred times it’s not so much. But by the time the thousandth event occurs, 
you want to pull back from it. It’s natural to become sensitized.  

A lot of people really underestimate the gradual impact of lots of little things adding up over time in your 
childhood, and they feel almost embarrassed about talking about the 
impact of that. But really taking that into account, I find it really 
broadens things for people. 

On the other hand, I find for a lot of people they will present that they 
have a very ordinary life, and yet if you explore their history in some 
detail, you will discover that in key periods of their childhood, 
something terrible really happened. It’s not really uncovered until we 
take a careful history.  

One of the things that I’ve been struck by in my own case is how often I make the mistake of not taking a 
careful history – not slowing things down; to really walk through a person’s first 20 years with some detail. 

“A lot of people really 

underestimate the gradual 

impact of lots of little 

things adding up over time 

in your childhood.” 

“Trauma can be embedded in 

a larger attachment history 

that’s really problematic.”  



 

 

Next Level Practitioner - Emotional Triggers  Week 129, Day 6 - Focus on Application - Transcript - pg. 7 

Going back to grad school and the licensing exams, we’re told to do that and we kind of often forget to do 
that. But a careful history is really useful for us, and it’s useful for the client as well, to really appreciate the 
effect of what’s happened to them.  

 

When a Client is Triggered by You, the Therapist – A Client Story 

Dr. Buczynski: Miguel Gallardo shared a story about how he handled it when a client got triggered during a 
session. Can you share how you’ve dealt with someone in a moment when they’ve been triggered?  

Dr. Borysenko:  I was triggered, too – my goodness. There was a man who came into the clinic because he 
had been referred by his cardiologist. He’d had a heart attack, he had high blood pressure that was hard to 
manage, and he had an anger-management problem. 

What happened [laughs] – this is like a setup from the universe! I got stuck in traffic and I was 15 minutes late 
getting to my office. By the time he walked in, if I’d had a blood-pressure cuff, his blood pressure would have 
blown out the top of the thing! He was red in the face, and he was a very emotionally abusive person, and he 
was very triggered because my being late had obviously triggered a whole lot of things that we then had to 
unbundle. 

It’s frightening at times when you’re a small woman – I’m a very tiny person – to be confronted by a man 
who’s big and burly and tall and furious and red-faced. I was sitting there trying my hardest just to decrease 
my own triggering and to be present enough so that I could get out of my amygdala into part of my brain that 
could actually think a little more clearly. 

So, I simply sat with him and he began to light into me for being late. Instead of saying anything about, “Well, 
there was traffic,” I just said, “I really know how that feels, when you’re making an appointment with a health 
professional and you have to be waiting. When it happens to me, I feel disrespected, and so I’m wondering, 
how do you feel?”  

As soon as I heard it, it was like a very visible shift in his posture. 
Suddenly, there was that bit of understanding. My sense of us as 
human beings is that the single most important thing is to feel 
seen and heard and understood by someone.  

So, that’s how we started our relationship. He was difficult, for many, many, many weeks because he was 
very triggered. I brought another female therapist into our group one day, and he got very triggered over her. 
As we discussed it, he said he’s triggered by “uppity females.” People’s history is so complex! He was feeling 
displaced by the women who were suddenly getting more recognition than he was. 

Both of us kept having to deal with it and having to deal with it. But the amazing thing was, at the end of 10 
weeks he felt so okay about who he was, because he’d been seen by us “uppity females” [laughs]. He had 
calmed way down and made, I’d say, tremendous progress himself at modulating some of his autonomic 
activities, and also beginning to challenge some of the thoughts that he had.  

But that will always stand out in my mind. That was quite a first meeting.  
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Dr. Buczynski:  Yes. That’s it for us for this week. Now we’d like to hear from you. Could you share some of 
your thoughts or some of your experiences? Have you ever worked with someone who got triggered in your 
office, and if so, how did you handle it? 

Please leave a comment below, and maybe while you’re there, go back and read other people’s comments as 
well. We’ll be back again next week. Take good care, everyone.  


