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The TRMBWTM Triangle of Experience & Model of Change 
 
 The TRMBWTM Triangle of Experience was adapted from the Change Triangle created 

by Hilary Jacobs Hendel, LCSW.  

 

It is designed to act as a wellness tool and a guide to working with emotions, to enable 

individuals to shift from a place of disconnection or distress back to a state of calm, 

connectedness, and compassion. The Triangle of Change model works by reconnecting to core 

emotions, such as joy, anger, sadness, fear, and excitement. 

 



Origins 

 The Triangle of Change was first coined the "Triangle of Conflict" in the 1970s by David 

Malan and later renamed the "Triangle of Experience" by Diana Fosha, Ph.D. in her pioneering 

text, The Transforming Power of Affect. It was then adapted and renamed as the Change 

Triangle by Hilary Jacobs Hendel to be more “user-friendly” and universally applicable. The 

TRMBWTM Triangle of Experience builds upon this model in the TRMBW TM & SEL RfR Method 

of Sequencing utilizing the Twelve Principles of Growth.  

Defining the Three Corners of The Triangle of Experience & Change 

Core Emotions. They are largely physical sensations that we come to recognize and name as 

a particular emotion. Core emotions inform us about our environment. Am I safe or in danger? 

What do I need? Am I sad? Am I hurt? What brings me joy? What disgusts me? What excites 

me? Core emotions are hard-wired in the middle part of the brain, meaning they are not 

consciously controlled. Triggered by the environment, each core emotion is pre-wired to set off 

a host of physiological reactions that prime us for action. Core emotions are innately 

programmed; if we get out of their way, they will tell us what to do to live life adaptively. The 

core emotions are: sadness, fear, anger, joy, excitement, and disgust. 

Repressed Emotional Trauma. This shows up as three “inhibitory” emotions, as described by 

Jacobs: shame, anxiety and guilt. Inhibitory emotions exist to block core emotions, for two main 

reasons:  

1) when core emotions do not agree with what pleases the people whom we need, such as 

parents, peers, and partners;  

2) when core emotions become too intense and our brain wants to protect us from the 

emotional overwhelm. 

Safeguarding. These are behaviours that we engage in to avoid feeling our core emotions or 

repressed emotional trauma. These could be healthy behaviours to allow us to perform our 

professional duties effectively; however, they are often maladaptive in nature and largely 

unhelpful.  



There are an infinite number of safeguarding behaviours, but some of the other common ones in 

our culture include joking, sarcasm, too much "screen time," criticizing, spacing 

out, procrastination, preoccupation, negative thinking, misguided aggression, working too much, 

over-exercising, over-eating, under-eating, cutting, compulsive sexual behaviours, 

obsession, addiction, and many more.  

How to Use the Triangle of Experience & Model of Change 

When in the yoga room, it is important to implement this model of change. Aligning the five 

areas of social emotional learning with our chosen trauma informed practices, we follow the RfR 

Method of Sequencing for TRMBW™ & SEL, beginning with the process breathe, orient, 

ground, breathe.  

When an event or situation causes distress or a feeling of being off-balance, we want to follow 

these steps, and integrate them into the 4 Domains of the 12 Principles of Growth: 

1) Determine where you are on the Triangle of Change: Core Emotions, Repressed

Emotional Trauma, or Safeguarding. (Inner Resources)

2) Pause, breathe, and calm yourself for a few seconds at least. (Physical Basics)

3) Try to name all the underlying core emotions coming up in the moment. There may be

more than one. Name each one that can be identified. (Positive Embodiment)

4) Listen without judging to what the emotion is telling you. (Self-regulation)

5) Think through the best way to proceed in the moment. (Mindful grit)

6) Determine where you want to go (Mindful Grit). The goal is to move clockwise around

through to our core emotions, which inherently provide guidance to peace, perspective,

or solution.

Moving through this process, we must focus on "listening" to what the core emotion of the 

moment is telling us, by honouring what it says and by letting the associated body sensations 

move through freely until they naturally subside. Core emotions are wavelike in nature: rising 

then ebbing.  



This will allow us access to the bottom TRMBWTM triangle, where we move into an openhearted 

state of transformation – which is where we ultimately want to be the majority of the time. In this 

space, we are able to reconnect to our Courageous, Confident, Curious selves, which allows us 

to experience a state of Connectedness, Compassion, and Calm or (mind-body wellness, and 

enter the ventral vagal space and overall regulation). 

 



"To embody self-regulation means you are in your own power, 

and you are creating the life you want while you pursue your goals." 

     ~Catherine Cook Cottone 

The Representational Self: Attunement and Embodied Self-Regulation 

This interactive model is composed of two systems: the Internal System and the External 

System. Healthy, embodied self-regulation occurs when an individual is able to maintain an 

awareness and maintenance of the needs of the inner aspects of self (i.e., physiological, 

emotional, and cognitive), while engaging effectively within the context of family, community, 

and culture. 



The Internal System: Real Self 

The self system is an internal system experienced by the individual as the Real Self. It is 

made up of three potentially integrated and transactive components that co-evolve throughout 

an individual’s development through the life span. 

The External System: Ecological Context 

The external system is modeled after Bronfenbrenner’s ecological model (1979) and is 

also made up of three potentially integrated and transactional systems: 

Internal System: Real Self External System: Ecological Context 

the physiological self (body) the microsystem (e.g., family) 

the emotional self (feeling) the exosystem (e.g., community) 

cognitive self (thinking) the macrosystem (e.g., culture) 

Attunement: The internal and external systems are interconnected by a process called 

attunement. Based on Daniel Siegel’s theoretical work, attunement is defined as a reciprocal 

process of mutual influence and co-regulation (Siegel, 1999, 2007). Attunement of the internal 

system and external system is facilitated by the Representational Self. 

The Representational Self: The Representational Self (or the Embodied Self) is the active 

construction of self. It is the embodiment of the ongoing behavioral patterns — how they engage 

with their environment— that creates and maintains attunement within an individual’s inner and 

outer lives (Cook-Cottone, 2006; Cook-Cottone, 2015a, 2015b). 

Psychosocial Disorders: Loss of the Embodied Self 

In the absence of skills, knowledge, and resources necessary to maintain attunement 

and connection with the Authentic Self (e.g., healthy boundaries, supportive relationships, and 

an ability to discern between the wellness-promoting and risk-enhancing aspects of community 



and culture), there is risk for dysfunction and disorder. Influences from the internal system 

and/or external system may collectively or cumulatively result in loss of the embodied self (or 

development of the Disordered Representational Self). 

The Attunement Model of Wellness and Embodied Self-Regulation can thus help researchers 

and practitioners understand a variety of adaptive and maladaptive symptoms and behaviours, 

such as trauma, eating disorders, addictions, and self-harm. 

Practices for Positive Embodiment 

The practice of mindful self-care is seen as the foundation required for physical and 

emotional well-being (Cook-Cottone 2015a; Linehan 1993; Linehan 2015). Furthermore, a 

growing body of research suggests that practices such as yoga, mindfulness, and meditation, 



which promote mindful awareness and presence, may enhance positive embodiment and well-

being. Finally, research also aligns meaning and purpose with happiness and well-being. 

Citations for the model 
• Cook-Cottone, C. P. (2006). The attuned representation model for the primary

prevention of eating disorders: An overview for school psychologists. Psychology In
The Schools, 43(2), 223-230.

• Cook-Cottone, C. P. (2015). Mindfulness and yoga for self-regulation: A primer for
mental health professionals. New York, NY York: Springer.

• Cook-Cottone, C. P., (2017). Mindfulness and yoga in schools for teachers and
practitioners. New York, NY: Springer.
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