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Week 117, Day 2: Bonnie Goldstein, PhD  

How to Replace Strategies that Deepen Fear 

Dr. Buczynski: Sometimes the coping mechanisms our clients use stop working . . .  

. . . or even worse, they start to intensify the problem. 

So when someone’s strategies for coping with fear start to fail, how can we help them replace those old ways 

with something that works?  

Dr. Bonnie Goldstein tells us how she worked with one client to come up with newer, better coping strategies 

together.  

Dr. Goldstein:  When we’re working with our younger clients who come in 

with fears, the idea of coming to the office itself can cause the fear.  

There can be a sense of “I’m talking to a stranger about something I don’t 

want to talk to anybody about. I don’t want to talk to any stranger.” Or it 

could be a stranger anxiety, or the fear of talking about the fear; using the words triggers even more fear. 

If we’re able to say to our younger clients, “That’s all right.” I might even put my hand up and say, “Don’t 

worry. We don’t need to talk about it right now. Just notice what’s happening in this moment, as you come 

here; you’re aware that the reason you’re coming is because you don’t have an ability to sleep at night…”  

Some of our kids might come because their parents are awakened every evening because the kids will crawl 

into their parents’ bed saying, “I can’t sleep,” or, “I’m scared.” The kids have an answer to their fear, which is 

crawl into their parents’ beds. It’s the parents who have the issue, because they don’t want that. We work 

together with the parents and say, “How are we able to come up with some new ways?”  

I’m thinking of Johnny. He would crawl into his parents’ bed every night. He was cozy and he didn’t have to 

be alone. As we really came to understand the fears, it was the fear of being alone or left behind.  

There was a memory he was able to come up with, of being young and crying for what he says was hours and 

hours – though the parents responded that it was only about a half-hour – where his needs weren’t met.  

That began a cascade of never wanting to be alone, and that led to what became nighttime terrors. [He was] 

“The idea of coming 

to the office itself can 

cause the fear.” 
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awakening from dreams screaming, at night. With poor Johnny [this] ended up becoming a pattern where 

every night, even if he didn’t have a night terror or dream, he would need to go to his parents. The process of 

going from his room to his parents’ room was even more fear-evoking because it was a dark, long corridor. 

We came up with some new strategies together. The first thing we 

began with was, was there an image or memory of a time when he was 

able to combat fears?  

Johnny was five when I saw him, but even when he was younger he 

said, he used to have a pair of pajamas– let’s call it Superman pajamas. 

If he wore those pajamas, he was less fearful.  

Not only did we have him wear those pajamas, we also invited in some of the other things that superman 

would benefit from. He had his cape and he identified one of the family flashlights - this huge flashlight that 

he had right by his bed. If he felt the need to go to his parents’ room he’d be able to use that to get there; 

before getting up and going to his parents’ room, he would turn on the flashlight. 

Then we focused on his breath, because what happened with Johnny is the fear became body-based; and the 

pounding in his heart - he could identify.  

I worked with Johnny with his parents in the room. We encouraged Johnny. I said, “Let’s all of us” – that was 

Mom, Step-Mom and Johnny. The three of us would sit in the room with Johnny, with our hands on our 

chests, just as I’m doing now. As I did it, I might say, “Wow. As I put my hands here, I’m feeling my chest 

calm. Johnny, what about you – what are you noticing?”  

Johnny was like, “All I feel is the fear.”  

I’d say, “Okay, guys, let’s brainstorm together,” inviting Mom and Step-Mom and Johnny to all brainstorm. 

“What could we do to help Johnny self-calm?” 

One of the things we use in sensorimotor psychotherapy is grounding. The 

moment he puts his feet on the ground and pushes his feet into the 

ground, he would start to feel a confidence. That was preempting his 

getting up out of the bed and running into his parents’ room. He pushed his feet into the ground.  

He had what we called “super shoes,” which were a pair of slippers he loved that he picked up at Disneyland. 

“We came up with some 

new strategies together. 

Like, was there an image 

or memory of a time 

when you were able to 

combat fears?” 

“In sensorimotor 

psychotherapy, we use 

grounding.” 
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He put the slippers on and pushed his feet into the ground; that meant before he even mobilized and got up 

out of the bed to run to his parents’ room, we were taking steps to understand, to isolate, and empower him 

to address his fear.  

As Johnny then stood up into the room, grabbing that flashlight I spoke about moments ago, wearing these 

new super shoes, perhaps grabbing his super cape, and wearing his Superman pajamas – all analogies we 

created together collaboratively – that empowered him before he ever left his bedroom. Then we brought it 

into our office. He came into one of our sessions wearing and showed me, in the sense of “show and tell,” as 

only a five-year-old can do so well. He “showed and telled” these different props he used to mobilize, to be 

able to get up and go. 

We were also able to identify the story, those early moments, and that feeling of being abandoned and left 

alone; but knowing the story didn’t help him get past [it]. In fact, when he told the story, it retriggered his 

anxiety. I could see that happen in my office.  

As he told the story we could see it in his body; his shoulders hunched and I could see the tension. I named 

that: “Johnny, even as you’re telling me the story of that first memory of fear, I see in your body all these 

different things.”  

Then I said, “Johnny, I have a trick. I know when I’m feeling fearful and feel my body and shoulders hunch up, 

I have a trick where, if I take my arms and move them back.” As I mirrored this – and I’m doing it right now - I 

did that for him. As he moved his arms back, I said, “Wow. You just took a big breath.”  

I’m tracking his body as he’s describing the fear and moving his arms. Then he takes the breath and laughed 

and said, “Yeah!” And I said, “When you get scared I have a sense, Johnny, that you don’t even breathe.” He 

kind of nodded.  

I said, “Even right now, there’s a part of you that forgets to breathe. You know what happens when we forget 

to breathe? Our tensed anxiety and fears get even worse.” 

He laughed, then we practiced that exercise. I asked him to do it even more – to deepen it into the tightening 

shoulders, then to open his chest and notice this new feeling – and for him, notice the breath. Then there’s 

that space. We worked together.  

Using these sensorimotor psychotherapy modalities, we were able to settle into a new way of experiencing 

fear in the present moment, right then and there. The two of us were able to laugh and play.  
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Then of course I said, “Johnny, let’s invite your moms to do this,” and 

the two moms sat in the room doing it as well. Johnny led us in the 

exercise, so he not only is learning it and doing it, he’s modeling it. 

Then, going back to that “show and tell” we came up with a plan. At 

school during their kindergarten “show and tells” he would bring each 

of these props, show them to the classroom and tell his classmates - 

his schoolmates - what they were for.  

The report from his school was that Johnny was so aware and eloquent with his classmates, as only a five-

year-old would be. Johnny learned other kids also have fears, and the teacher led a beautiful dialogue on 

what goes on and what things we’re afraid of.  

Dr. Buczynski: As Bonnie showed, when we help our clients develop new skills for coping with fear, it can 

help them learn more about themselves and the world around them.  

Tomorrow we’ll find out how to help clients cope with existential fears. 

But right now I’d like to hear from you. How will you use these strategies with your clients? 

Please leave a comment right down there, and I’ll see you tomorrow.  

“Using these sensorimotor 

psychotherapy modalities, 

we were able to settle into 

a new way of experiencing 

fear in the present 

moment.” 


