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1. Cognitive/ label 
2. Physiological/ visceral 
3. Motoric/ action tendency 

Affective 
Response 
"Ladder" 

Example  Intervention to elicit the next level.  
(Questions start general and become more specific) 

Comment 

    
"Content" 
statement 

Pt: I now realize how 
abusive my father 
was.  

Th: How do you feel about that?  
Th: What reaction do you have?  
Th: What does that do to you?  
Th: How do you feel toward your father for being 
abusive?  
Th: How do you feel toward yourself (younger) about him 
being abusive?  

• This Pt statement is Defense bcs it labels the pt's 
father, but does not describe the pt's experience.  

• Avoid the "feeling" word when indicated (for Pts 
who have limited affect tolerance and shut down 
when Th mentions "feeling") 

 Pt: I feel like he was 
such a bully.  

 • This statement is still Defense, despite use of the 
word "feel."  The pt is not focusing on HIS 
experience about his father being a bully. 

 Pt: I feel like he was 
such a bully!!! 

 • While no feeling word is used, the pt 
demonstrates activation (muscle tension, 
increased volume and rate of speech, etc). This 
would be categorized as #2 although the pt has 
not verbalized the cognitive label or physiological 
reaction (yet). 

1. Cognitive 
label.  

Pt: That makes me so 
angry.  

Th: How do you experience that anger? 
Th: Where do you feel that anger? In what part of your 
body?  
Th: If the anger had a voice….. 
Th: Make some space for this impt feeling. Lets see what 
emerges… 
Th: What sensations are you aware of?  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

• A cognitive label can act as a "door closer" (I told 
you already- Anger!") 

• The goal at this stage is to use the label as a "door 
opener" by exploring the Pt's experience of the 
feeling.  

• The goal at this stage is to transition from a 
intellectual description to a visceral awareness.  

• Focusing on physiological sensation helps 
accomplish the above. In addition, this avoids 
defensive arguments ("worry is a feeling!") and 
allows for the complexity of feelings without 
being limited by categories.  

• Th is probably more leading than following at this 
stage.   



2. Physiological  
arousal  

Pt: I feel tense all 
over.  

Th: Tune into that and see what emerges. Lets sit with 
this. This is very important.  
Th: Describe this tension. 
Th: How do you experience the tension? 
Th: Is there some urge or impulse that goes with that 
tension?  
Th: If your father were here now, what would you like to 
say or do? 
Th: Tune into your body and let it guide you.  
Th: If there where no consequences, what would you like 
to say or do? 
Th: We know you might never say or do what you 
imagine, and this is not a rehearsal for action, but… 
Th: Is there some image that comes to mind?   

• Th constantly monitors Pt's reactions, both 
verbally and physically. Th monitors Pt's level of 
anxiety.  

• Green lights to continue: 
o Good activation in the body. 
o Differentiation within the triangle.  
o Lack of Sx or Defense emerging.  
o Feeling of rapport, emot engagement  

• Anxiety should be at an optimal level. Work at 
the "edge of tolerability" for most efficient 
change.   

• Th may need to reduce anxiety by exploring links 
within the triangle, exploring inhibitory processes 
or defense, cognitive summaries.  

3. Motoric/ 
action tendency 

Pt: I want to beat him 
until he can't hurt me 
anymore!  

Th: How do you picture that?  
Th: Are you picturing that?  
Th: Exactly how would you beat him?  
Th: Describe exactly what you would do. 
Th: Where do you picture this happening?  
Th: What would you do first/ next?  
Th: What happens to his body as you are beating him?  
Th: Tune into your body and let it guide you/ us.  
Th: Is there more? Do you have more tension?  
Th: Look at him and see what you feel.  
Th: Notice your hand is clenched in a tight fist. Tune into 
that. What is the energy there? What does your hand want 
to do?  
Th: You had a surge of energy! See: what that is about/ 
what you want to do; how you want to direct that… 
 
Th: Let's focus on making sense of this later. For now, 
focus on what you are feeling physically.   
Th: Notice you are punching your leg. Is that where that 
belongs?  
Th: You look as if you are clenching your jaw closed. Is 
there something you are holding back?  
Th: You appear to be bracing yourself. Can we see what 
you are bracing yourself against/ for/ etc?  
 

• Th is in more of a following, than leading, role 
and facilitates expression.  

• Th should try and avoid having an "agenda" (i.e. 
to "do a portrayal") and simply closely track, 
contain, regulate, facilitate affective experience, 
discourage defensive responses, etc  

• Th encourages specificity to deepen emot 
involvement 

• Th sweeps defenses aside when they arise.  
• Th discourages intellectual understanding saves 

this for later.  
• Th is guided both by what the Pt says and by 

assessment of Pt's body. Th. calls attention to Pt's 
body.  

• Th constantly monitors the Pt's level of activation 
and anxiety.  

• Th assesses Pt's body general (i.e.,  arousal, 
activation, energy, posture, skin color, etc and 
specifically (i.e., clenched fist, tension in jaw, 
tears)  

• Th is aware of and tracks both "driving" and 
"restraining" forces. Th works to strengthen the 
former and weaken the latter.  

 
 


