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Week 117, Day 4: Shelly Harrell, PhD  

Three Steps to Empower Clients and Soothe Fear 

Dr. Buczynski: When a client is gripped by fear, we all have ways to help them regain a sense of calm. . . 

Here, Dr. Shelley Harrell shares three strategies she uses that focus on empowering clients . . .  

. . . allowing them to take back control of their fear.  

Dr. Harrell:  I think fear is of course one of the basic human emotions, and my approach to fear is my 

approach to emotions generally with clients, which is to normalize, in many ways, the experience of emotion.  

When a client is struggling with an intense experience of emotion like fear, first help them really understand 

that emotions have adaptive value; emotions are not evil, so to 

speak.  

I think sometimes people have been socialized that “Emotions 

are bad. You can be too emotional. Logic is better than 

emotion.” There’s all these values and things that we carry with 

us about emotion.  

When we feel emotional, there can be like “I shouldn’t be feeling this way. I’m too sensitive. I’m too 

emotional.” While those assessments may have some validity, I think at the beginning of working with people 

who are overwhelmed by a particular emotion, sometimes just understanding the adaptive value.  

We don’t want to over-regulate emotion and cut off, and be too detached, because if we’re feeling fear, 

that’s telling us something. That’s a communication -  a signal.  

Sometimes with clients I’ll do a lot of psychoeducation around that issue of the evolutionary value of fear. 

We’ll talk about the fight/flight/freeze/faint – those kind of evolutionary responses to fear and why we need 

them. Part of that psychoeducation is to talk about those – that evolutionary purpose was there initially for 

immediate reaction.  

Where it can become problematic is when we begin to attach meanings beyond the information we need to 

respond to that emotion; we attach meanings to it and hold on to it. Then it becomes problematic. 

“When a client is struggling with 

an intense experience of 

emotion like fear, help them 

really understand that emotions 

have adaptive value.” 
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I think [what you have to do] is that initial trying to help people get an understanding that emotions do have 

adaptive value. Again, the notion of decreasing the high levels of activation in part can be done through this 

kind of psychoeducation.  

I want to talk some more about my next steps, but I have found that providing that information gives people 

a sense of, “Okay, I can just sort of maybe accept a little bit that there’s some validity to my emotions.”  

That leads into another important point which is if the fear is 

adaptive, then yes, there really might be something that is scary 

in the person’s life. Assess what is actually going on that may be 

dangerous to that person or may threaten some aspect of their 

lives in some way – whether it be in a relationship where there might be potential for violence, or whether 

there is a situation in the workplace where there’s harassment. There can be all kinds of situations where we 

want to validate that the fear has some pretty significant external reference.  

I always seek ways to explore that and not see it only as an emotional, psychological issue to be managed but 

also really take into account the person in their context and how the relationship of the person in their 

context influences psychological functioning and emotional experience.  

Assessing the context, I think is critical, and that also serves the purpose of 

validation. When the person feels like, “My situation is perhaps, you know, it’s 

more than my blowing things out of proportion – that there’s something 

legitimate going on here that someone else is seeing.” That can reduce 

defensiveness and create greater openness for exploration.  

I think those kinds of things are important up front – you know, the notion of feelings being data, and 

exploring what is in there that we need to pay attention to. It’s both what’s in there that we need to pay 

attention to, about the external circumstance that may actually have some threat or danger, as well as what 

do we need to pay attention to about the meanings that one is attaching to that external situation?  

Even if there is something legitimately dangerous in the person’s world, there’s also the meanings they are 

attaching to it.  

I like to explore, “What comes up for you when you’re in this situation? Does it remind you of other 

situations that you’re in? We can get a sense what you’ve been in, in the past.” We can get a sense of a 

pattern of response and associations of what has happened when those fearful feelings have come up 

“If the fear is adaptive, there 

really might be something that 

is scary in the person’s life.” 

“Assessing the 

context is critical.” 
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before; what is the person carrying with them as well?  

I think there’s another line of intervention that’s really important: management of the distress.  

Interventions can help people feel a lowered distress level associated with their fear. I think standard stress-

management kinds of interventions can be very powerful. 

Breathing – you know - I think we underestimate the power of 

just learning how to breathe, and calm, and soothe with the 

process of breathing.  

I’ll do breathing training sometimes with clients where that tool is going to be helpful for them to lower the 

distress level and feel a sense of greater calm and control so they can engage in “What can I do about this? 

What can I do in myself in terms of interpretations and qualities I might need to develop and skills and tools I 

can explore? What can I do to manage and problem-solve whatever external situations might be there?”  

Relaxation training – a variety of general stress-management tools and progressive muscle relaxation - are 

very powerful for people. Fear and anxiety obviously are linked – fear, anxiety, stress are linked …. so those 

sorts of strategies.  

Dr. Buczynski: So for Dr. Shelly Harrell, helping clients learn to cope with fear often comes down to three 

specific approaches – normalizing the fear, assessing the context of the fear, and educating clients about the 

value of fear.   

Now tomorrow is Friday which is our Critical Insights session. I’ll be joined by Dr. Ron Siegel and Dr. Kelly 

McGonigal. We’ll deconstruct many of the experts’ ideas from this week and look at how you can apply them 

to your practice. 

But now, I’d like to hear from you. How will you use what you just heard with your clients? 

Please leave a comment below, and I’ll see you tomorrow.  

“Interventions can help people 

feel a lowered distress level 

associated with their fear.”  


