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Dr. Buczynski:  Hello everyone. We’re back. This is the part of the week where we’re going to focus on clinical 

application: how you can apply the ideas from this week to your work with your patients. 

 I’m going to start by just asking you what stood out to you this week – and, Joanie, we’ll start with you, and 

then we’ll go to you, Rick. 

 

How to Help Clients Resist Avoiding Their Fears 

Dr. Borysenko:  Certainly, what stood out to me a lot is it is very different when you’re dealing with an 

emotional fear that comes up versus a real fear, when there’s violence, or abuse, or something that the 

person is really afraid is going to bring harm to their physical person. Sometimes I really have to distinguish 

those things.  

But what really stood out was Marsha Linehan – she’s a 

very brave, courageous person. 

Dr. Buczynski:  Yes, Marsha is, yes. 

Dr. Borysenko:  She says, like, “Hey, I’m not afraid of anything.” And I think, “I want to be you, Marsha” It’s 

an incredible thing, her willingness to say, “Oh. Okay. Think about your very, very worst fear. Immerse 

yourself into the absolute worst thing that could happen.”  

When people do that instead of avoiding that – and I know, because I have done that on several occasions 

myself when it felt appropriate – you can realize, “Oh. Whatever is going to be is going to be, and no matter 

what it is, no matter what unfolds, I have the capacity within myself to deal with it.” 

I just found that that’s such a useful thing. I have people actually create an affirmation around that: “What is 

is, and I can deal with it.” That reminds people of their ability to cope, and it allows the nervous system to 

desensitize to the absolute worst thing they can imagine.  

“It is very different when you’re 

dealing with an emotional fear 

that comes up versus a real fear, 

when there’s violence, or abuse.” 
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If you can do that well – it’s not for everybody, but for some people – it’s a terrific strategy. 

 

How a Fear of Learning Can Hold a Client Back 

Dr. Buczynski:  How about you, Rick – what stood out to you? 

Dr. Hanson: Bill made an offhand comment, as he often does, that I found completely profound, and it made 

me really think about something that I’m still chewing on, which is he talked about fears of learning.  

It made me think about how the therapeutic process itself, and 

personal growth in general, is fundamentally about learning. It’s 

– duh – obviously it’s about growing, yet people often can have 

fears about the very process that we’re drawing them into, which 

is the necessary process for them to address what they came in 

the office with. Growing and learning. 

If you think about people’s associations to learning in school, you think about the loss of control that’s 

involved in learning because you’re letting go, by definition, of familiar – it could be called, as Joan said 

previously, a fixed mindset of one kind or another; you’re stepping into new waters.  

Sometimes, maybe because we perhaps are very comfortable with learning, with process, with change, we 

underestimate perhaps the fears that people might actually have about the learning, or growing, or changing 

that we are pulling them into kind of inherently in the therapeutic process. 

I’m going to be mulling on this one a little longer, but I just thought it was a really interesting thing to look 

hard at, actually, including with regard to our clients, yes. 

 

Key Strategies to Help Clients Tolerate Uncertainty 

Dr. Buczynski:  Jumping into some more questions, Joan, let’s drill down into something Lynn Lyons talked 

about. She said that someone’s ability to tolerate uncertainty is a key skill in working to overcome fear. The 

way she put it: how do you tolerate the risk of being on this planet, with marginal control over the way things 

are going to unfold? 

“People often can have fears 

about the very process that 

we’re drawing them into, 

which is the necessary process 

for them to address what they 

came in the office with.” 
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Can you share how you helped someone cope with uncertainty without sparking more fear or panic with the 

idea that things are beyond their control?  

Dr. Borysenko: Absolutely, Ruth. That’s like the most primal question. I 

remember once at journal club when I was working with Herb Benson in 

behavioral medicine, and it was about a paper that – I can’t remember who 

– it was some famous psychiatrist had written, called “The Positive Case for 

Denial.” His point was, if we stopped to realize how terrifying it was to actually be alive and all the bad things 

that could happen, we wouldn’t even be able to get out of bed in the morning. 

There’s truth in that: we have a lot of defenses against the inherent uncertainty that, from moment to 

moment, we do not know what is going to happen.  

I’ve talked about Pema Chödrön, the Buddhist teacher, in the past, but I just want to remind listeners who 

may not have come across her work. She wrote a lovely book called Comfortable with Uncertainty. What I 

like about it is it’s 108 very gentle reminders about life is uncertain, and how we can go about dealing with 

that uncertainty.  

But what I love about it is every entry is short. If you’re in a 

situation of uncertainty, then your nervous system is triggered 

and you can’t take in much reading, so I often give it to people, 

often in existential circumstances, life-or-death circumstances, 

and they can read that little bit, hold on to a thought for a day, 

and have it. 

But for me, I often use the concept of liminal time with people: that we’re always in the great sea of the 

unknown; that always there’s something in our life that’s coming to an end, something else that hasn’t yet 

come to be – and we’re in the soup. We’re in the place between “no longer” and “not yet.” What do we 

need, to deal with the absolute fact of life that everything is impermanent?  

We’re all in what Joseph Campbell called “The terrifying night-sea journey – we don’t know what’s going to 

happen next.” One way that we cope with that of course is to find mentors. That’s what therapy is all about.  

I actually like to ask people, “Who has mentored you? Who do you most admire?” because that’s a way to 

clarify their own values and character strengths – because one way that we work through uncertainty is to 

lead with our own character strengths. For example, if I’m feeling anxious and uncertain, one of my best 

“Someone’s ability to 

tolerate uncertainty is 

a key skill in working 

to overcome fear.” 

“If we stopped to realize how 

terrifying it was to actually be 

alive and all the bad things 

that could happen, we 

wouldn’t even be able to get 

out of bed in the morning.” 
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character strengths is curiosity; I’ll find something to research and be curious about, or I’ll go outside and be 

curious about nature.  

I like to help clients really look at their character strengths, which you can do informally by asking questions 

like, “Who do you admire? What would you like to be 

remembered for, when it’s your turn to pass away from this 

earth?” Or I send them to Marty Seligman’s site where you 

can take the VIA – the values and action, or VIA, strength 

survey. I find that very, very useful. 

One other thing I find extremely useful for dealing with 

uncertainty when people are anxious is to take the focus off of yourself – what some people call reversing the 

flow of attention from yourself to others. That’s when often just saying, “What can I do for someone else?” 

takes the heat off of you, and it completely changes the circuitry that’s going on in the brain toward the 

circuitry of altruism and generosity. That really tones down the fear response.  

 

Four Questions to Help Clients Rethink Fear 

Dr. Buczynski:  Staying with Lynn Lyons for just a moment more: she also told the story of her own visceral 

response when she thought a friend was holding a rat. Lynn used this story to acknowledge that people will 

feel fear but can learn to respond to it in a different way. Can you share a story of how you worked with 

someone to help them modify their response to whatever it was they were afraid of? What steps did you 

take? 

Dr. Hanson:  Right. It’s funny; it makes me think about our daughter, who had a pet rat for a while when she 

was young – a beautiful white rat. We sent my mother a picture of this rat on my daughter’s shoulder, just to 

say, “How sweet, how wonderful.” And my mom nearly had a panic attack because she’s phobic about mice. 

Even just literally a picture of a rat on her beloved granddaughter was enough as a trigger for her. 

It makes me think about this thing I do with people that has four parts to it. It’s a really useful roadmap that 

people benefit from: to realize that, when we’re young, bad things happen often, frequently, because we’re 

stuck in certain situations – certain siblings, grandparents, caregivers, environments, schools – they’re 

frequent. 

“One other thing I find extremely 

useful for dealing with uncertainty 

when people are anxious is to take 

the focus off of yourself—

reversing the flow of attention 

from yourself to others.” 
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Second, when they do happen, they feel horrible because, as young children, we don’t yet have a lot of 

resources in our nervous system to damper the intensity of experiences. We feel them really keenly.  

Thirdly, they feel like they last forever, because when you’re a child, a day is forever, a week is infinite. 

Then, fourth, we don’t have many capacities to cope. We can’t deal with it.  

Naturally enough, we learn from childhood experiences, especially negative ones, the negativity bias. We 

then transfer those or generalize that structure of expectations to 

adulthood: “The bad event is highly likely, it’ll feel horrible, it’ll last 

forever, and I won’t be able to cope.”  

Yet, if you walk people through that structure, they realize; the light 

bulb goes off when you explain the normalcy of this to them. Then, you 

just walk through it with them: “How likely is it really? Really, how 

likely is it? I’m granting that it would be bad – but how likely is it? If it did happen, what would it actually feel 

like? How bad would it be for you? How long would you feel bad?” 

Typically, people say, “It’s actually unlikely. I wouldn’t like it, but on the zero-to-ten ‘horrible scale’ it would 

be a three, or a four, or a five.” “How long would it last?” “Within a few 

days, if not hours, I’d be over it.” “How would you cope? What are some 

of the many things you would actually do?”  

That gives us a nice little structure, those four things, for going through it 

with people. When they walk through it, they realize, “On line, it’s not 

that likely. It wouldn’t feel that horrible. It’d be a passing experience. I 

could handle it. So I don’t need to live my life in fear of this thing that I dread, but in fact I’m much more 

willing to tolerate this kind of risk.” 

 

Practical Steps to Take When Faced with a Phobia 

Dr. Buczynski:  Marsha Linehan talked about having clients practice what they would do if what they are 

afraid of ever came true. To her, reducing fear is a matter of practice. Can you share a story about working 

with someone in that kind of a way? And how did it turn out? 

“If you walk people 

through that structure, 

they realize; the light 

bulb goes off when you 

explain the normalcy 

of this to them.” 

“We learn from 

childhood experiences, 

especially negative ones. 

We then generalize that 

structure of expectations 

to adulthood.”  
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Dr. Borysenko:  Yes. I had a client who had a very specific fear of driving across bridges. She could drive 

across a bridge where there was traffic underneath, but she couldn’t drive across a bridge over water. She 

had seen some newscast or had a friend, or some traumatic kind of thing where there had been a bridge 

failure and people died in their cars because they couldn’t get 

out. She would not cross a bridge. 

What we did was to say, “Okay. The fear is very specific: that 

you’ll be trapped in the car underwater. The water will 

gradually rise and gradually rise, and come in your nose until 

you finally suffocate.” That was the fear for her; it was a 

claustrophobia, too, being stuck in a small space, but then the water rising. 

So, I had her go out and buy one of these little tools you keep in the glove compartment that breaks safety 

glass. We went over it as an imagery sequence several times, what she would do. “Okay, the car’s gone over 

the bridge; the car is sinking in the water.” She breaks out the side window – and she’s a good swimmer, and 

she’s just able to get out and come up and take a breath, and she’s safe. 

We went through that imagery sequence several times, until she really had it, had it memorized. Then, she 

was actually able to go over a bridge with a friend driving her car, continually reviewing what would happen 

if the car was underwater – she had to break the window and all the rest. 

The next step was that I made a tape with her (this was before we could record on our iPhones; it was an 

actual tape) of what she could do, of breaking out. She was playing that as she managed to go over a bridge. 

After she’d actually gone over the bridge, imagined the worst, made it safely, she was actually able to drive 

over bridges over water. 

 

The Connection Between Controlling Others and Intense Fear 

Dr. Buczynski:  Terry Real briefly referenced some meta-analysis done on how to work with phobias. Can you 

share a study or a scientific paper that might address how to effectively work not just with phobias but any 

kind of fear?  

Dr. Hanson: What occurs to me really about this could be initially counterintuitive, but bear with me. My own 

background is a lot in developmental psychology, and some major research studies have shown that a very 

“I had her go out and buy one of 

these little tools you keep in the 

glove compartment that breaks 

safety glass. We went over it as 

an imagery sequence several 

times, what she would do.” 



 

 

Next Level Practitioner - Fear  Week 116 - Focus on Application - Transcript - pg. 9 

large fraction – probably about half – of the time that parents intervene and exercise control over their 

preschoolers stops them from doing something or doesn’t help them do something. Roughly about half the 

time parents are exercising power, on average, is unnecessary. 

As researchers videotaped these interactions, they discovered that 

roughly half of parental interventions (on average – some parents 

are different, but on average) were inappropriate. And they carry a 

cost: they’re intrusive, they’re annoying, they’re stressful for parents; they intervene/they impair the 

autonomy of the kid; the kid doesn’t have opportunities to learn. It’s unnecessary, intrusive control.  

That’s a major finding. It’s really quite interesting to think about the implications: what is it like to be a 

person – whether a three-year-old or an older person – in which others are controlling you in ways that are 

really unnecessary and inappropriate? 

A certain amount of what drives people’s intrusive control of others is fear: fear of what those others will do, 

if you care about them, but also fears about what you might 

experience if they do whatever they do. Like a kind of vicarious 

embarrassment for them, or a sense of somehow guilt or 

shame by association. 

So I wanted just to name that. We haven’t particularly talked 

about fear as a factor in getting excessively involved in other 

people yet. Fear plays a role in the ways in which sometimes 

we interfere more in the lives of others, in ways large and small – families and other situations, including 

work environments – that we don’t really need to do. 

Dr. Buczynski:  Thank you. That’s it for us for this week. Now we’d like to hear from you: how do you work 

with these situations, and what are your thoughts on what was shared here today? Please leave a comment 

below, and maybe while you’re there go up and read other people’s comments as well, and comment on 

their comments. That brings our whole community together. 

 We’ll be back next week. Take good care, everyone. Bye-bye. 

“Roughly about half the 

time parents are exercising 

power is unnecessary.” 

“A certain amount of what 

drives people’s intrusive control 

of others is fear: fear of what 

those others will do, if you care 

about them, but also fears about 

what you might experience if 

they do whatever they do.” 


