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Week 116, Day 4: Marsha Linehan, PhD 

How to Help Clients Change the Way They Respond to Fear 

Dr. Buczynski: How can we help clients feel more prepared for the moments they fear most?  

Marsha Linehan believes the key often lies in a creative approach.  

I’ll let Marsha take it from here . . .  

Dr. Linehan: First you have to ask, “Is the fear dangerous?” The 

average person can figure that out; it either is or it isn’t dangerous. It 

might be scary, but that doesn’t mean it’s dangerous.  

Assuming it’s not dangerous, the best example of how to deal with 

fear is how parents deal with children who are really young and 

afraid to walk into a dark room. What does the average parent do? The average parent gets the kid to walk 

into the room so they find out it’s not dangerous. In general, most of the things you’re afraid of are things 

like that. 

I’ll give you an example in my own work.  

As I’ve said, I and my entire team treat high-risk-for-suicide individuals. I was teaching a class of graduate 

students and I taught them how to treat suicide – the whole nine yards - so they had all the training they 

needed. The only problem they had was they were terrified a client would attempt suicide; they would be 

sued and lose everything they had. They didn’t want to do it because they were too afraid. 

I said, “All right, we’re going to have to get the fear to go down, and here’s how we’re going to do it. Every 

person tonight, when you go home you have to imagine as much as you can imagine it that you’ve had a 

client who killed themselves and you’re being sued. Then imagine how you would cope with it.”  

Every person did that. They walked back in the next day – even I was surprised by the effectiveness of this 

whole thing - and said, “We can’t believe it. We’re not afraid anymore.” I said, “Good. So, every time you get 

afraid, go through the same thing.” 

Often you have to think like the child; you have to do the very thing you’re afraid of. The only time you don’t 

“First you have to ask, is the 

fear dangerous? It might be 

scary, but that doesn’t 
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do the very thing you’re afraid of is when there’s a realistic chance that if 

you did it you could really be seriously harmed.  

I have a lot in my skills of different ways to do this - different ways I’ve 

done it. In general, there’s a million ways to be afraid. I’ve discovered what 

you do is take whatever they’re afraid of and have them practice it. We’ve 

had people practice all sorts of things that have worked. That is essentially what it is. When you practice, you 

practice coping with it one way or another.   

We had this young woman; she came into therapy, but she was very afraid. 

She was supposed to be the singer in a big chorus and was going to be the 

biggest singer in the whole thing. The problem was, the week before or 

two weeks before she did it, she lost her voice. She was terrified she was going to lose her voice again. The 

good thing for her was that happened to me once.  

I was in a big church with a huge number of people. All of a sudden right 

in the middle of it, I couldn’t say anything. I opened my mouth and 

nothing came out. When that happened what I did was I bent over and 

acted like somehow I was looking for something to drink. I don't think I had anything to drink, but I looked 

like I was. I did that for a while then got up. I finished my talk and everybody was fine.  

That’s the story I told her. Then I told her, “Listen, what we have to do is practice. I’m going to give you a 

practice you could use if this should happen to you. What you have to be able to do to get a fear to go down 

is practice what it is you’re going to do. Practice it with a strategy that will make it be better if that 

happened.” 

She came in and I told her, “What I want you to do between now and next week is practice; when you go 

practice bending over and breathing in and breathing out. Imagine you’re feeling better when you do that 

and the whole thing’s going to work out. Practice that, okay.” So, I said, “Then, after you’ve done all that, go 

and see how it goes when you have to do it.” 

She comes back the next week, or two weeks later, after the big singing and she said, “Marsha, you’ll never 

believe it! I did it! I could do it! I couldn’t believe it! I wasn’t afraid and I did it! I bent over and nobody knew 

what I was doing. I did the whole thing and I wasn’t afraid, and dah-dah-dah…”  

It really has to do with doing the thing you’re afraid of and having some ideas of how you can cope with it, 

“Take whatever 

they’re afraid of and 

have them practice it.” 
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because that’s critical to the whole thing. You have to have something. You can make them all up – none of 

them have to be real. They just had to be made up.  

I had another person who was a nurse; she was terrified. She was the person who had to take people who 

had died over to where they were supposed to be. She was terrified of doing it.  

I asked her, “What are you so afraid of?”  

She said, “I’m afraid they’ll come back to life.”  

I said to her, “Okay, if she came back to life, what would she do?”  

She couldn’t think of anything. I said, “Listen, let me give you an idea. How about if they came back to life 

you’d go and see the doctor to take care of them?” She said, “Yes. I could do that.”  

I said, “Okay. Practice that.” So she practiced how, if it happened, she wouldn’t be afraid. 

It can be some really outrageous things you come up with. Mine was I was Superwoman. That’s not real 

likely, but it totally worked. I’ve never been afraid in my life, so that’s a very 

effective intervention. I’ve never had it not work, but it does require the 

practice. You have to practice it for it to work. 

Fear, more than anything else I know of… we can do a pretty good job on it. All the parents of the world 

probably know how to do it because they have to do it with their kids. The trick is to use the same things they 

have their kids do… for them to do it. We just have to make up different ways to cope.  

Dr. Buczynski: As we saw in Marsha’s stories, imagination can be a powerful tool.  

And when clients can practice their response in advance, it can often diminish their original fear.  

Now, tomorrow is Friday, which as we know means it’s our Critical Insights session. I’ll be joined by doctors 

Ron Siegel and Kelly McGonigal. We’ll deconstruct many of the experts’ ideas from this week and look at new 

ways to apply them to your practice. 

But now I’d like to hear from you. How will you use what you just heard in your practice today?  

Please, leave your comments below, and I’ll see you tomorrow.  

“You have to practice 

it for it to work.” 


