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Week 116, Day 1: Lynn Lyons, LICSW   

Three Essential Skills for Managing Fear 

Dr. Buczynski: What can we do when a client’s fear of uncertainty controls how they live their life? 

Well, according to Lynn Lyons, there is one thing you don’t want to do.  

So here, Lynn explains how you can help your client develop three essential skills to manage their anxiety.  

Ms. Lyons:  I don't know that I use the word fear all that often actually, but I use the word worry a lot. I use 

the word anxiety a lot. Fear - people can relate to the word fear.  

If I’m going to work with somebody who’s very fearful, there are a few skills I 

want to present and develop right away. One is the ability to tolerate not 

knowing and the ability to manage uncertainty - the ability to manage 

discomfort.  

Anxiety basically has two demands and worry has two demands. It’s that I 

want to know exactly what’s going to happen and I want to feel comfortable. I want certainty and comfort. 

Fear comes up when we have uncertainty and when we don’t know what’s going to happen - we feel ill-

equipped to handle something.  

I think one of the biggest challenges in dealing with somebody who’s 

fearful is to resist the urge to eliminate their symptoms - their fear. The 

more we as clinicians step in with the goal of, “I’m going to help you get 

rid of this worry, I’m going to help you get rid of this anxiety, I’m going to 

help you get rid of this fear,” you’re veering down the wrong path… because that’s impossible. 

When somebody comes in to see you and they’re dealing with the fear of something, they come to see you 

because they want to get rid of it. “I want to get rid of my fear of flying,” or, “I want to get rid of my fear of 

speaking in public.”  

If you join them in that, then you are “doing the disorder.” You are, because anxiety is all about, “I have to 

get rid of this. I can’t tolerate this,” and avoidance works like a charm. If you have a fear of something and 

you avoid it, well then, the fear’s gone! Avoidance becomes a very seemingly rational and effective way to 

“There are a few skills 

I want to develop right 

away: the ability to 

tolerate not knowing, 

and the ability to 

manage discomfort.” 

“Fear comes up when 

we have uncertainty and 

we feel ill-equipped to 

handle something.” 
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deal with fear.  

But what happens when the fear is something you can’t easily avoid – like 

the fear of death, something happening to your children, of getting sick, of 

vomiting, failing, or making a mistake?  

Once we join with this idea that we’re going to get rid of the fear, we’re sunk.  

It’s really about, how do we tolerate uncertainty? How do we recognize that, as much as human beings are 

on a quest to figure things out and have answers about the big questions in life, we’re just not going to meet 

that goal? How do you tolerate not knowing what’s going to happen in the future? 

You say that to somebody who’s a worrier, who’s anxious and, “Oh! Right, there it is! You can’t…” No.  

When I’m giving presentations and I’m talking to parents, I do this thing and I talk about not being able to 

know what’s happening. I will say, “I’m about to make you all very uncomfortable.” I’ll be in front of 200 

people or 100 people or whatever – “Right now, none of us know for sure, in this moment, that the people 

we love most in the world are okay. None of us know that right now, in this moment.”  

Everybody, “Oh!” grimaces.  

That’s exactly the human condition: we know we don’t know. We know 

we’re going to die and the people we love are going to leave us sometime. 

We know that somebody we love is going to get sick. We know that 

something is going to happen. So how do we tolerate that? How do we 

allow that? We say, “Okay, well, we have to allow it.”  

Then, what do you do with that knowledge?  

You step into the things that make you most uncomfortable and 

you get practiced in tolerating not knowing, because most of the 

fears we have don’t happen. Some of them do – I mean, we’re all 

going to die – but if you’re afraid you’re going to die in a plane 

crash, most people don’t die in a plane crash. Can we have 100 

percent certainty when you get on a plane? Absolutely not! It 

could happen. How do you tolerate the risk of being on this planet with marginal control over the way things 

“That’s exactly the 

human condition: we 

know we don’t know.” 

“Once we join with 

this idea that we’re 

going to get rid of the 

fear, we’re sunk.” 

“You step into the things that 

make you most uncomfortable 

and you get practiced in 

tolerating not knowing.” 
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unfold? 

That’s how I talk about it. I can talk about this very theory – it’s not a theory, really – this philosophy, 

approach, stance, framework. I can talk about it with people who are fifty. I can talk about it with people who 

are six. I can talk about, “How do we not know? How do we tolerate not knowing? How do we get 

uncomfortable with uncertainty?” 

This is where a lot of mindfulness is really helpful because we’re stepping back from all of the chitter-chatter 

in our brains, the demand for certainty, the desire to problem-solve - all of this stuff that’s spinning around in 

our heads. Can we pull it out and look at it from a different perspective? Can we draw a picture of it? Can we 

give it a name? Can we talk to it?  

When I’m talking to people about fear and the question of “How does fear get in your way?” … If we look at 

that part and be able to say, “What do you want? What’s interesting to you? How does your fear, worry, 

anxiety make a rule, … come up with some sort of demand for certainty that doesn’t allow you to move 

forward?” - people are pretty capable of coming up with plenty of examples of how that happens.  

Then I think we just want to normalize fear.  

A funny thing happened to me – it’s sort of like a little “knock, 

knock” on my head: “Remember this, Lynn.” I was staying on Martha’s Vineyard at the beginning of 

December. I go there and do trainings on the island for the school district. They’ve had me for several years 

and I love being there.  

I was in one of the agency’s buildings and I know the people in there. This woman Jen comes out and she has 

in her hand a mouse. I hate rats. I am so “Ugh!” Oh, they just make my skin crawl! 

She walked out of the office and was holding this little mouse. All I saw was the tail hanging out of her hand. 

Now, she said to me, “Do you like mice?”  

I remember her saying, “Do you like rodents?” That’s my memory. All I saw was the tail. It was in her hand – 

clearly there was nothing threatening about this! But my brain saw this skinless tail and I – boom! – I went 

right up against the wall, like this. It was just a boom!  

She said, “This is our office mouse.” Her name was Margo, the mouse. Margo had this little plastic ball she 

would go in and she rolled around the office floor. I mean, she was really cute! She was kind of blond – it was 

“We just want to normalize fear.” 
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really funny! Margo the mouse. 

But I remember that immediate visceral reaction I had. It was just 

“phoo!” There was no conscious thought about it. When you are 

dealing with people’s fears, being able to normalize and recognize 

that sometimes there’s this first response . . . but then we have 

the ability to respond to it differently.  

Dr. Buczynski: As Lynn pointed out, of course we can’t eliminate a client’s fears.  

But we can help them accept fear as a part of life and give them the resources to manage it.  

Tomorrow, Lynn will share a case study about how she helped a client distance themselves from their 

anxiety.  

But right now, I want to hear from you. How will you use what you just heard in your practice today? Please 

leave a comment below.  

I’ll see you tomorrow.  

“When you’re dealing with 

people’s fears, normalize and 

recognize that sometimes 

there’s this first response, but 

then we have the ability to 

respond to it differently.” 


