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Week 116, Day 3: Bill O’Hanlon, LMFT and Terry Real, MSW, LICSW  

When to Listen to Fear . . . And When to Ignore It 

Dr. Buczynski: What can we do to help a client who is afraid of being vulnerable?  

According to Bill O’Hanlon, it can be helpful to start by walking the client through the two types of fear.  

Here, Bill will tell us what they are, and he’ll also explain why knowing the difference can be crucial to your 

client’s healing.  

Mr. O’Hanlon: One of the things people think about fear, anxiety, or panic attacks is: what’s underneath it? I 

never really think like that. I just take fear at its face value: people are 

afraid of something.  

Maybe they’re afraid of failure, embarrassment, or visibility. That’s what I 

see most commonly. They don’t want to change because they’re afraid 

they won’t succeed at it. They’re afraid someone will criticize them and they will be embarrassed. [They are] 

afraid to be visible sometimes because you could be critiqued or shamed or something like that.  

The way I think about fear is I divide fears into two parts.  

Years ago, there was a book called The Gift of Fear by Gavin de Becker. He was a 

security guy and bodyguard who would guard famous people in Hollywood – 

celebrities. He wrote this book about fear because some of his clients would be afraid if they got threats, or 

they were afraid they were going to be kidnapped, killed or stalked.  

He said, “What I would tell them is there are two different kinds of fears, and mostly fear is a gift.” He said, “If 

you’re walking down a dark hall in an apartment building and the hairs on the back of your neck stand up and 

you think, ‘Someone could be waiting there and could be trying to attack me,’ listen to that fear and leave. 

Get somebody else, get some light, and walk in there and protect yourself.”  

He said “We’ve evolved for thousands and thousands of years to recognize potential dangerous situations, 

and we often override it. That’s what serial killers do. They come up and look like they’re really nice, or they 

put a mask on to fool you that they’re vulnerable. Then they take advantage of you physically.” He said, “If 

you have a physical fear, pay attention to it. If you have an emotional fear, it’s not going to kill you.” 

“I just take fear at its 

face value: people are 

afraid of something.” 

“I divide fears 

into two parts.” 
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A while ago I read some survey that said what our top fears were. The fear of public speaking was number 

one. Number two was dying. I think, ‘Okay, a person is more afraid of public speaking than dying.’ Most 

people are not going to die from public speaking. That’s an emotional fear, so I try to get that across to my 

clients.  

I take the first kind of fear really seriously. If you think you’re in danger, pay attention to that and act on it.  

If you think you’re in emotional danger, it’s not going to kill you. You might be embarrassed. You might fail, 

look silly, be scared, or you might be uncomfortable if you’re not good at public speaking, but it’s not going 

to kill you.  

Most of us know in life the learning is where you’re a little uncomfortable – 

not massively uncomfortable but a little uncomfortable. Just beyond your 

comfort zone is the next piece of growth, learning, and change.  

You might stay in an abusive marriage because you’re afraid to be alone. It’s 

like, “Hmm, that’s not so good.” You stay with the devil you know rather 

than face some uncomfortable, unknown situation.  

I’m always helping people realize “The feelings aren’t going to kill you. You can go through the feelings.” I 

think sometimes that’s what we’re trying to do with people - get them to deal with a little discomfort so they 

can have more freedom.  

Dr. Buczynski: As Bill said, moments of vulnerability are opportunities for people to grow.   

But for some clients, being vulnerable can feel like too big of a risk.  

So how can we empower them to work through that kind of discomfort?  

Here, Terry Real shares the approach he uses to get clients to step out of their comfort zone.  

Mr. Real:  I approach fear with empathy and firmness.  

It’s very interesting. I read a paper recently that was a meta-analysis of all 

the different complicated work with phobia. You know what they found – 

and there was a potpourri of work with phobia - the one thing that works better than anything else is gradual 

exposure. Good old baby steps.  

“In life the learning is 

where you’re a little 

uncomfortable. Just 

beyond your comfort 

zone is the next piece 

of growth, learning, 

and change.” 

“I approach fear with 

empathy and firmness.” 
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You’re agoraphobic – you open the door. You do that for a week. You step in 

the doorjamb. You do that for a week. You step on the outside of the door. 

Then to the curb. Then around the block. It really gladdened my heart because 

I’ve always felt that intuitively. Feel the fear and do it anyway. 

There’s nothing I can do to help people fear less. I can’t help them change 

their feelings unless they have an anxiety disorder or something. In that case I send them to an anxiety clinic; 

they get medicine and do a real behavioral approach.  

Generally speaking, you don’t feel the fear less – you get braver. Little by little you make yourself move 

outside your comfort zone. 

The greatest thing we all fear is intimacy. Intimacy is scary.  

As a couples therapist I see people shy away from intimacy over and 

over again. The more trauma you have in your background the 

scarier intimacy is to you. What did you see intimacy do for people, 

growing up, when you were a child? But we want to be close to each 

other. We therapists have that on our sides; attachment wins out over virtually anything down deep. 

I notice when people get frightened. I brought in the feminist psychologist Carol Gilligan from a while back. 

For a while we were doing co-therapy together with couples on the brink of divorce. I would do all my fancy 

moves. Carol had an invariant move I call the Carol’s invariant prescription.  

She would look at the couple, no matter what, and say a version of, “Isn’t intimacy frightening? Isn’t the 

vulnerability of just being naked and close to each other scary? You guys were just close; just that moment 

you were smiling at him, he was smiling at you, you’d warmed your heart, you’d talked about your childhood, 

he felt bad for you, and he put his arm around you. Then within two minutes you started fighting with each 

other again. One of you got scared. Isn’t that just so interesting?”  

Doggone it, that’s all she did with every couple - was point out the ways in which they would get scared of 

being close and they would back away from it. Every time she said it, it 

was correct.  

I have a soft spot in my heart for fear. I don’t think you ever change the 

fear – only through experience do you change the fear.  

“The one thing that 

works better than 

anything else is 

gradual exposure.” 

“There’s nothing I can do to 

help people fear less. I can’t 

help them change their 

feelings. You don’t feel the 

fear less—you get braver.” 

“I don’t think you ever 

change the fear – only 

through experience do 

you change the fear.”  
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I’ll tell you a story. A guy is a chronic liar. He grew up with a very controlling mother – of course – and he’d 

learned to lie to protect his autonomy from his overly enmeshing, controlling mother. He was a liar for the 

rest of his life.  

His wife was about to divorce him. We were doing work on that little vulnerable boy who was trying to 

preserve himself from his mother and how he’s not that boy anymore. He needs to tend to that boy – not 

foist him off on his wife to tend to. 

Then about a month or two into the therapy they tell me the story. He says, “I think I got it. I think I broke the 

back of this thing.”  

I said, “Okay. Tell me.”  

It’s actually true. He went to the store and his wife asked him to buy a quart of milk and some other thing. He 

forgot the milk. She says, “Where’s the milk?” He was about to say … [on the] tip of his tongue, “They were 

out of milk.” But he took a deep breath and said, “I forgot it.”  

She started to cry and said, “I’ve been waiting for this moment for 

twenty years.” 

That’s how you deal with fear: you take a deep breath, you lean into it, 

and you do something that’s more constructive. You don’t let the fear 

paralyze you. 

Dr. Buczynski: As Terry said, people can often become more brave when they expose themselves to their 

fears gradually.  

But to do that, clients need to have the resources to cope with the anxiety that can come with it.   

So tomorrow, we’ll hear the approach one practitioner uses to help clients manage their responses to fear. 

But now I’d like to hear from you. How will you apply today’s ideas to your work?  

Please leave a comment below. And be sure to go back and look through what other people are saying too. 

And maybe reply to some of those comments. That’s what brings our community together. 

I’ll see you tomorrow.  

“That’s how you deal with 

fear: you take a deep 

breath, you lean into it, 

and you do something 

that’s more constructive.” 


