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Week 115, Day 4: Dan Siegel, MD 

How to Work with Fear That Feels Irrational 

Dr. Buczynski: how can we work with a fear that feels irrational – even to our clients? 

Here, Dr. Dan Siegel shares how he helped one client process a long-forgotten memory  

that was fueling her fear . . . 

Dr. Siegel: A person who’s feeling fear, like this 29-year-old person I’m describing to you says, “I’m 

frightened.” There’s something in her whole body that has a two-way highway: in her body coming up into 

her head brain, and the head brain and surface of the body goes back and influences the body part. It’s 

working together as a system [and] mediates with this insula. 

At the insula level you have these von Economo neurons that are linking to the anterior cingulate, the 

anterior cingulate connected by these wide VOR neurons, and these neural spindle cells called von Economo 

neurons.  

It’s actually going to have those four processes registered with the anterior cingulate: my body state, 

emotional state, social-connection state, and where I’m going to evaluate it as meaningful or not and place 

attention.  

The allocation of attentional resources, social connection, body state, and emotion [are] all processed by the 

anterior cingulate. The anterior cingulate now has a direct highway of information coming from the insula 

which is bringing things up in an integrated way from the body itself. 

When this patient says, “I’m feeling scared,” and I’m sitting with her knowing all this stuff, I just feel her fear. 

You can see it in her face.  

Lisa Barrett would say, “Everyone has different expression,” and that’s fine. I can’t know exactly what she’s 

feeling, but I get a feeling of fear that might be accurate…. it might be wrong but I can check it out with her. I 

can tell you what happens in this case. 

I said, “Tell me what you’re scared of.”  

She says, “I’m at the end of graduate school and I got offered this incredible job opportunity.”  
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If you just saw that on the transcript you’d say, “What is the problem? You finished graduate school, you’re 

finishing – yay! You got offered a job at a time when there’s not many jobs around – yay! Why are you here – 

just go celebrate!”  

She says, “No – I’m scared.” I didn’t say those things to her, but she says, “I’m scared.”  

I say, “What are you scared of?”  

“I’m scared. This is the job I’ve always wanted, but I’m afraid I’m going to fall on my face if I take it.” 

Part of me is thinking about Carol Dweck’s great work on growth mindset versus fixed mindset. For those of 

you who don’t know it, it’s worth a two-sentence summary of that fantastic work.  

Carol Dweck, now at Stanford, basically says that part of the population has a fixed mindset and part [has] a 

growth mindset. The fixed mindset says everyone has a certain 

amount of intelligence, skill, personality, or ability – whatever. It’s 

fixed. You’re born with it. It’s innate. It’s just who you are. If you try 

a test or speech or whatever and it doesn’t go well, it just shows 

you didn’t have what it takes. Those people become 

underachievers. 

Then you’ve got the other group, which actually can be transformed into that group. It’s called the growth 

mindset. Those people say, “You know something? Your 

abilities, intelligence, knowledge, skills, personality, and all that 

stuff is something you get from effort – disciplined effort.” If I 

try and I want to get an A, but I get a C-minus, I’m going to try 

harder or try differently. I’m going to see things that don’t go 

well – what we call failures or “unsuccess” – as an opportunity 

to learn more. The response to challenge is completely different in a growth mindset.  

And Dweck has shown that you can convert people. 

In therapy, I know I need to work with this person and see if she has a growth mindset or a fixed mindset. I 

started to explore her view and hers was not so much like, “I believe everyone has what they have.”  

Because she’s really tried hard; she really had a hard time as an undergraduate but then got into graduate 

“The fixed mindset says 

everyone has a certain 

amount of intelligence, skill, 

personality, or ability –you’re 

born with it. It’s innate.” 

“The growth mindset says your 

abilities, intelligence, 

knowledge, skills, personality, 

and all that stuff is something 

you get from disciplined effort.” 
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school. I didn’t get elements that she’s stuck in a fixed mindset, so that wasn’t the issue. Why is she having 

this fear? 

I say to her, knowing the body is important for any emotion, “Just sit there on the couch and when you think 

about going to this new job opportunity, like saying yes to it.”  

She’d applied, went to the interviews, and got accepted so it wasn’t like a job idea, it was a job offer! It was 

not like, “Oh, my God – I’m afraid they’re going to not accept me.” They did accept her and she wasn’t going 

to take it. Then her friend said, “You’ve got to go to therapy,” so she came to therapy.  

She’s sitting on the couch. I’ll never forget this: I’m sitting there with her and I said, “Sit on the couch and I 

want you to think about this job offer and taking the job.”  

“Okay.” She’s getting kind of shaky – right?  

I said, “So, what comes to your mind as your hands are shaking?” and she goes, “I don't know.” I said, “Just 

stay with your body and see what happens.”  

She grabbed her mouth like this and said, “Oh!”  

I go, “Just stay with that.” She grabs her arm, “Oh!” like that. I said, “Just stay with it.” She’s trembling and I 

said, “Tell me what you see, what’s in awareness.”  

She goes, “I’ve just fallen off a tricycle and I’ve broken my teeth.” I go, “Stay with that.”  

I’m not going to go through it step by step but - “Stay with that.” She’s staying with her body and the images. 

The feeling in the room was as if she is a three-year-old who just was on a tricycle and hit a rock. As you 

know, those tricycles hit a rock and flip over.  

The story that slowly came out was she had lost all her front teeth. They were baby teeth fortunately, and 

she’d hurt her arm badly. She’d been so excited to try the tricycle and just jumped on it. This “go-get-it kid” 

that deep inside she is, jumped on her tricycle and went a little too fast. She hit a rock that was down a little 

slope or street and it flipped the thing over. She landed on her face. Literally she fell flat on her face. 

We had to stay with that and with coupling in her implicit memory of enthusiasm and excitement for 

something new. She always wanted the tricycle. She got it for her birthday, then the accident happened and 

then no one talked to her about it. There was no debriefing; it became an embedded trauma. Unresolved.  
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It turns out that was the way she lived her whole life. She would always be very wary of her enthusiasm and 

very cautious about going full throttle at anything because she could “break her face, fall flat on her face.” 

Again, if you told me this I’d say, “Come on – that’s like too obvious.” But it actually helped her to go through 

this. She took the job and did great!  

We could identify in her mind, brain, and history, this coupling of enthusiasm with disaster. She had created a 

life of mediocrity in every way you can imagine: socially, sexually, with her family, in her academics, and now 

in her career – that wasn’t going to happen because we were working together – but she just toned it down. 

In talking about it as time went on, when we explored other things related to that to try to let her find 

relationships that were more meaningful, this is ultimately what she said: “It was safer to grovel in the mud 

than stand up on a pedestal and shout your joy for life, because if you did that someone could knock you 

over. But if you’re in the mud, you have nowhere to go because you’re already at the bottom.”  

I’ll never forget the second she said that and I said, “Do you realize what you’ve just said?” She goes, “Yes. 

That’s how I’ve been living – forget that I said it. That’s how I’m living!”  

I said, “We’re going to work on you standing up and shouting 

the joy of life, you know?”  

This is what fear can do to someone; it can literally imprison 

them to grovel in the mud. It’s not just a specific thing like she didn’t ride a bicycle, because she did, but it 

generalized into enthusiasm and a joy for life being tempered. 

Dr. Buczynski: So as Dan’s story illustrates, when fear is based in an implicit memory, working with the body 

can be key to helping our clients reach a breakthrough.   

Now, I’d like to hear your thoughts. How can you use what you just heard in your practice today? Please 

leave a comment below. 

Tomorrow is Friday, which is our Critical Insights session. I’ll be joined by Doctor Ron Siegel and Doctor Kelly 

McGonigal. We’ll deconstruct many of the experts’ ideas from this week and look at new ways to apply them 

to your practice.  

I’ll see you tomorrow. 

“Fear can literally imprison 

someone to grovel in the mud.” 


