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Model of 
Emotions: 
Motivation

Coping Skills Class



Model of Emotions: 
What is it?
The Model of Emotions describes how an emotional experience unfolds. 

Vulnerability Factors

Prompting Event

Interpretation

Aftereffects

The circumstances and 
experiences we carry with us 
that determine how 
vulnerable we are to 
heightened emotional 
reactions

The situation that most 
directly precedes the 

emotional response we 
have How we perceive the 

prompting event. This is 
what causes our emotional 
response. Can be accurate or 
inaccurate

How we experience and 
express our emotional 

response. Internal: 
sensations, thoughts, 

feelings. External: words, 
actions, body language

The consequences – positive 
or negative – of how we 
respond to any given 
situation

Emotional Expression

Internal & External



Model of Emotions: 
How to Use It
Each part of the Model of Emotions provides an opportunity to use a skill and regulate our 
emotions.

Vulnerability Factors

Prompting Event

Interpretation

Emotional Expression

Internal & External

Aftereffects

Build awareness of personal 
vulnerability factors, 
communicate our capacity to 
take on more stress, 
proactively manage these 
factors

When the prompting event is 
truly problematic or 
unhealthy, use problem 
solving skills to change the 
situation Build awareness of 

assumptions and judgments 
we’re making, find 
alternative interpretations, 
check the facts

Use coping skills to regulate 
emotions in the moment: 
deep breathing, distraction, 
acceptance; be mindful of 
words and actions when 
emotional

Use effective 
communication skills to take 
ownership and 
accountability of negative 
aftereffects, repair with 
others



Vulnerability Factors:
What Are They?
Vulnerability Factors are the circumstances and experiences we carry with us that make us 
more susceptible to having a heightened emotional reaction.
VFs can be in the near or distant past. 

Near:
• Poor sleep
• Hunger
• Work stress
• Family stress
• Sickness
• Chronic health issues
• Substance use
• And many more

Distant:
• Trauma and abuse
• Adverse childhood 

experiences
• Adverse adult experiences
• And many more

What are 
some of your 
Vulnerability 

Factors?



Vulnerability Factors:
Self-Compassion
With awareness of our VFs, we can cut ourselves some slack. 
When vulnerability factors are high, you probably can’t handle the stressful situations or heavy 
conversations you’d be able to when they are low. It’s okay to give yourself grace for this!

It makes sense that 
I’m reacting this way; 

my vulnerability 
factors are really 

high. 



Vulnerability Factors:
Effective Communication
With awareness of our VFs, we can communicate our boundaries and needs more effectively. 
When vulnerability factors are high, you probably can’t handle the stressful situations or heavy 
conversations you’d be able to when they are low. This is okay to communicate!

I had the worst day. 
Can I talk to you 

about it?

My vulnerability factors 
are pretty high today. 
Can we talk another 

time?



Vulnerability Factors:
How to Manage
Having a lot of vulnerability factors is 
like having a glass filled to the brim. 

There is no room for more stress or 
more problems; one more drop and the 
glass will overflow. 

The key is to lower the waterline.



Vulnerability Factors:
A Vicious Cycle
When we feel bad, we have a tendency to do less of what can lower the waterline. 
We get caught in a vicious cycle of doing less and feeling worse. We can replace this 
cycle with a more virtuous one. 



Vulnerability Factors:
Pleasant Activities
There are areas of life we 
need to foster to lower 
vulnerability factors.

Engaging in a variety of 
activities that hit on the 
areas depicted here is 
important for optimal brain 
wellness.  



Vulnerability Factors:
Break the Cycle
Knowing the activities that work 
best for you to manage 
vulnerability factors is the first 
step to breaking the cycle. 

Make a list of physical and 
pleasant activities that are 
important to you and rate their 
difficulty. 



Vulnerability Factors:
Make a Plan
Research shows the more specific 
we are with a goal, the more likely 
we are to engage with it.

Pick 1-2 activities you listed and 
slot them into your week. Be 
specific as possible when, how, 
and where you will do this. 



Vulnerability Factors:
Low Motivation
A common barrier people 
experience to engaging in healthy 
and pleasant activities is low 
motivation. 

It’s a bit of a myth that action 
follows motivation. In reality, 
motivation follows action. So we 
create motivation by breaking 
activities into baby steps. 

Motivation Action

Action Motivation



Vulnerability Factors:
Baby Steps
To combat the barrier of low motivation, we break an activity into baby steps 
and hold our selves accountable to one step at a time. 
Activity: Go to the gym (but you’re currently on the couch)

1. Stand up from couch
2. Walk towards closet
3. Pick out workout clothes
4. Change into workout 

clothes
5. Find gym bag
6. Put water bottle and 

snack in gym bag

7. Pick up gym bag
8. Walk to get keys
9. Walk to car
10. Get in car
11. Drive to gym
12.  Walk into gym



Vulnerability Factors:
How to Manage
Having a lot of vulnerability factors is 
like having a glass filled to the brim. 

There is no room for more stress or 
more problems; one more drop and the 
glass will overflow. 

The key is to lower the waterline.

Pleasant and 
rewarding 
activities
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