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Restoring Choice During Activation
Trauma and stabilization | Clinicians | 5 to 10 minutes

Use brief dialogue to offer consent, orientation, and choice during distress.

Use this dialogue when a client appears distressed during a conversation. Begin with
observation and permission. The goal is to understand what they need now, not to obtain
more details about an overwhelming experience.

Offer a pause without assuming
Clinician: "I notice it has become harder to stay with our conversation. What are you
noticing?" Client: "I feel far away." Clinician: "Would you like us to stop the topic? We can
look around the room, change position, talk about the present, or just pause."

Ask before guiding
If the client chooses orientation: "Would it be okay to name where we are and today’s date
together?" If they decline: "Okay. What would feel more useful?" Avoid touch or changes in
proximity without permission. Use clear, brief language and allow time for a response.

Review and return control
Clinician: "Are you feeling more present, less present, or about the same?" If worse, stop the
exercise and use the individualized assessment and support plan. If helpful: "Would you
prefer another topic, planning for the rest of today, or ending here?" Do not require resuming
the trauma discussion.

What the client chose and what helped or worsened the experience

Clinical foundations: SAMHSA TIP 57 | VA PTSD Treatment Overview
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https://library.samhsa.gov/product/tip-57-trauma-informed-care-behavioral-health-services/sma14-4816
https://www.ptsd.va.gov/professional/treat/txessentials/overview_therapy.asp
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