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Dr. Buczynski:  Hello everyone. We’re back. We’re going to be focusing today on clinical application: how you 

can use the ideas from this week in your work with your patients. 

I’m going to start by asking the two of you to share what stood out to you this week.  

 

Why an Understanding of the Brain is Crucial for Working with Fear  

Dr. Hanson:  What popped out for me was how important it is to move beyond simplistic and reductionistic 

accounts of fear. There’s a normal rhythm as fields develop it.  

There’s a lot of ways of framing fear as entirely related to the brain 

stem reptilian stage of evolution, and fear certainly is very involved 

– fight/flight/freeze is involved with responses to safety issues, to 

threat. 

But fear is also very involved in the seeking systems, the more mammalian subcortical systems that are 

reward-oriented or satisfaction-oriented. This is because, underneath a fair amount of goal-directed 

behavior, and drivenness, and addictiveness is a management of fear in some way, or a fear of “What will 

happen if I don’t succeed in this way?” or fear about not getting a reward of some kind. 

Obviously, as well, fear is very involved in a lot of social behavior: clinging to others, controlling of others, 

avoiding various kinds of social risks. 

So, it’s useful to appreciate the whole brain that’s involved in fear 

altogether, and also appreciate more generally the ways that, in ways 

that can be counterintuitive, many people want to be afraid.  

In other words, because fear or the sense of aggrievance, particularly social aggrievance, aggrievance and 

threat, can be very organizing to individual psychology. It’s very organizing in groups – we’ve seen that scaled 

up at the level of politics throughout history, including currently.  

“It’s useful to appreciate 

the whole brain that’s 

involved in fear altogether.” 
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There are often ways that people seek to be aggrieved, which at bottom involves an implicit attack because it 

then fuels a comfortable kind of vengeful relationship to others “who are not like us.” 

Anyway, fear is complicated and I just want to underline that point 

and be aware of what seem like very clever simplifications of what 

are really dynamic, complicated things. 

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

Dr. Borysenko:   Certainly, Rick, you put your finger on the complexity of fear and on the fact that fear is 

ubiquitous; as therapists, we’re always going to be seeing the fear. As you said a week or two ago, you had a 

supervisor who said, “Follow the anxiety…” That it’s there. It’s very important. 

What came out this week was there was quite a bit of discussion about psychoeducation: simply educating 

people about fear, normalizing fear.  

I had a client once who had a bad trip on LSD, and it took her 10 years to seek therapy. She was having 

flashbacks. It was severely limiting her life because to her, only “crazy people” had anxiety like that.  

Give people a structure to say, “Here are some of the things that provoke fear. Here are ways that it shows 

up. Here are some self-care mechanisms. Here’s what happens in the brain.” 

Just that permission to be human, to humanize fear – which is the most human survival emotion – that’s 

really a very important thing to do.  

 

Exploring the Absence of Anger in a Shut-Down Fear Response  

Dr. Buczynski: Stephen Porges said that different reactions to fear use different neural circuits. If someone 

reacts to fear with mobilization, it should be differently treated than someone who reacts to fear with 

shutdown, for instance. Can you share what you might do with these two responses to fear? 

Dr. Hanson:  Yes. Stephen there was getting at fear responses that are saturated with a lot of sympathetic 

nervous system activation, or more parasympathetic activation – in other words, the shutdown response. 

“Be aware of what seem like 

very clever simplifications of 

what are really dynamic, 

complicated things.” 
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It’s a useful distinction, with regard to people who are mobilized around fleeing or fighting – we call that a 

sympathetic nervous system reaction – rather than freezing, say, which is parasympathetic.  

What’s really helpful there is to, first of all, try to help them appreciate, when there’s a mobilization 

response, “What are other ways of achieving the same good result? 

What are different, better ways of doing that?”  

There’s a lot of material about that so I’ll just move on to the 

parasympathetic mode, which is really interesting, when people slide 

into dissociation, sleepiness, or just swerving away from something. It’s kind of maneuvering, like that, 

before they even realize it. 

There, what’s really interesting is to explore the absence of anger. Actually, anger would be adaptive typically 

for a person who’s engaged in a kind of freeze response. They feel 

de-energized.  

I think, frankly, about the social construction of fear and the social 

factors. To generalize, for example, men tend toward fighting and more sympathetically activated responses 

to fear. Women are the exceptions (to the extent these categories even mean anything) and tend to move 

more toward immobilization, dissociation, withdrawal – understandably. 

The ways in which anger is suppressed and denied and minimized are appropriate anger, for many people, 

including women. So the reclaiming of that anger can actually be really adaptive for people when you’re 

grappling of course with fears of being angry, fears of being 

seen as angry, and working through that.  

But I’d much rather have an angry client than an apathetic, 

depressed, and immobilized one, because anger is a really 

useful counter, especially when there’s too much parasympathetic activation.  
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Why Creativity is Key When Helping Clients Develop  

Healthy Self-Soothing Techniques 

Dr. Buczynski: Bonnie Goldstein told the story of Johnny. He was a young client, and this kid wound up in his 

parents’ bed every night because he was afraid to be alone. Being in the bed with his parents helped Johnny 

feel less afraid, but it wasn’t sustainable for his family, and obviously for his parents.   

Bonnie helped him develop a set of strategies so that he could self-soothe and take care of himself without 

going to his parents’ bedroom.  

How have you helped someone let go of a strategy that wasn’t really helping – maybe it was in the short run, 

but it wasn’t helping in the long run – and to reach for a healthier strategy instead?  

Dr. Borysenko: Boy, don’t we all have strategies like that! Every addiction, from smoking to overeating, 

alcohol, drugs, work addiction – they’re all great at self-soothing, in a way. 

I love the work of Vincent Felitti, who was one of the two physicians who wrote up the ACE Study, the 

Adverse Childhood Experiences, and just his compassion for the 

human condition: that no one does the equivalent of crawling 

into their parents’ bed, or smoking too much, or drinking too 

much because they set out to hurt themselves. They’re just ways 

of soothing themselves.  

To look for alternative methods covers a lot of territory: everything from the typical kinds of training in self-

regulation that are helpful to people – to train them in breathing, and mindfulness, and all of the kinds of 

skills that are at our fingertips, thankfully, these days. But sometimes you need a little creativity.  

Here’s a short case: a woman came in and she was trying to give up smoking, for about the five-hundredth 

time. I have a lot of compassion for that because I had to give up smoking about a thousand times before I 

finally managed to overcome it. 

What it was with her, really, was she had very specific underlying anxiety, and it was quite a lot of social 

anxiety. She had she found that smoking seemed to calm her down; it gave her something to do with her 

hands, and she could socialize better when she was smoking. This is going to sound strange, but it “opened 

the door” for her.  

“No one smokes or drinks too 

much because they set out to 

hurt themselves. They’re just 

ways of soothing themselves.” 
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She had no trouble – as many clients don’t have any trouble – socializing with animals. She was quite 

vivacious when she was around her pair of cats.  

She said to me once, “If I could just take my cats with me into social situations, I’m telling you, I wouldn’t 

need to smoke. I would just have the comfort of those cats, and my true self comes out and shines when I’m 

with these animals. They bring out my playfulness.” 

She had all kinds of cat objects around her home – pillows embroidered with cats, that kind of thing – and I 

said to her, “Do you think you could find something like a purse that looks like a cat, that was furry or 

something?”  

She actually looked around and found a cat purse, and the clasp opened the mouth of the cat – she could put 

things in there. It was playful-looking and furry. 

And, honestly, she started to have less social anxiety when she went out with her cat purse, which made her 

happy; she could literally pet it. I 

t helped her coregulate, and she was finally able to wean off smoking as 

something that she needed as a social lubricant (I know it sounds funny) 

because she had her cat purse. 

But sometimes you just have to follow the lead of a client and be a little bit creative with them. That sure 

worked for her. 

 

Techniques to Help Clients Empathize With Their Anxiety  

Dr. Buczynski: Shelly Harrell talked about psychoeducation as one way to help people reduce fear. What 

specific ideas or concepts do you think are most helpful for someone to learn about fear in order to reduce 

the activation? 

Dr. Hanson: I love Shelly’s work; it’s just a combination of brilliant and so practical. Two things strike me 

there that I’ve used.  

One is to help people really appreciate our evolutionary history about fear. I would teach workshops with a 

neurologist friend, and one of his lines was, “We were prey long before we became predators.”  

“You just have to 

follow the lead of a 

client and be a little bit 

creative with them.” 
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There’s something deeply primal to appreciate: that it’s very natural 

to be afraid. So you don’t need to be afraid of being afraid – it’s a 

normal experience. There’s no problem with fear itself.  

The problem is that we privilege it in the mind, and we give it a lot 

of power, and we identify with it, and then it takes us over. When you realize that, as large land mammals, 

we’re supposed to be afraid – it’s normal – then you don’t need to take it so seriously.  

That’s actually revelatory for many, many people. They start to realize that this fairly primal capacity of fear is 

fuelling – like, okay, it’s appropriate on the zero-to-ten scale to be uneasy, like a one or a two, about what 

might happen as you walk down the street. But when you realize that your fear of walking down the street is 

actually a five, or a six, or a seven because of some ancient 

history, well, then, you can calm back down again. That’s one. 

Two, as part of that, it’s helpful for people to appreciate that 

even when you know you’re completely comfortable – like on 

meditation retreats, for example, one of the most mellow, 

relaxed, protected situations you can imagine being in – you’re still afraid.  

There’s this ongoing background trickle of anxiety that Mother Nature evolved in us to keep us on our toes, 

because animals back in the day that were completely chilled out were less likely to be nervous and looking 

around and vigilant, and detect some threat nearby. 

So it’s normal to have this background trickle of irrational anxiety. When 

people can be mindful of that background trickle, that’s completely 

irrelevant to situations, they then become more able to manage their 

fears.  

Then the last thing is to think of fear as a signal for our coping response. A lot of what trauma is about, as 

Steve Porges and others have pointed out, is that trauma thwarts coping.  

Sometimes, as therapists – I certainly do this – we/I move too fast into the psychological rather than really 

making room for the client to explore how could they actually cope with this particular fear?  

Very often they’re afraid of something real, and the reason they’re afraid is they’re obviously not coping with 

it. Maybe they’re afraid of not having a life partner, but they’re not doing anything to get a life partner. Or 

“It’s helpful for people to 

appreciate that even when you 

know you’re completely 

comfortable, you’re still afraid.” 

“There’s something deeply 

primal to appreciate: that it’s 

very natural to be afraid.” 

“It’s normal to have 

this background trickle 

of irrational anxiety.” 
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they have this nagging sense that something’s wrong with their 

health, but they’re not actually dealing with their health in some 

kind of way.  

So, highlighting the importance of a coping response, the way 

that action binds anxiety, is another piece of psychoeducational 

trainings and approaches that are really useful.  

 

How to Help Clients Find Meaningful Coping Strategies 

Dr. Buczynski: Let’s talk about a fear that a lot of people have – and that’s the fear of death. What are some 

approaches that you have used to harness someone’s imagination, to help them overcome the fear of death? 

Dr. Borysenko:  One of the things that I have used a great deal is imagery. For people to be able to relax, I 

love imagery. Come to some place which is safe for them. 

The anecdote I told was about a young man with AIDS who wanted me to accompany him across the River 

Styx and explore what was on the other side of death. We so tend to avoid death. This is almost another 

example of Marsha Linehan imagining what the worst would be and what would happen. 

From time to time, I’ve encountered, when I do imagery with people who are approaching death, some fear 

that comes up – and death is our greatest fear. If you look, that’s underneath the fear of abandonment and 

everything else, including the attachment as children: if we’re not loved, we’re going to be put out for the 

wolves to eat, like Romulus and Remus. 

But when a specific fear comes up in imagery, what I learned from the wonderful therapist Magaly Rodriguez 

Mossman is to ask the client to “throw a ball of light at whatever comes up, whatever the fear is.” Almost 

always it will transform.  

Then, in asking the client, “What’s going on with you? What’s 

happening? What happened when you threw the ball of light? 

What did it transform into?” you can work with that, and 

oftentimes something very insightful will come out of it. 

“Highlighting the importance of 

a coping response is another 

piece of psychoeducational 

trainings and approaches that 

are really useful.” 

“When a specific fear comes up in 

imagery, ask the client to throw a 

ball of light at whatever comes 

up, whatever the fear is.”  
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I remember one case when what came out of it was what appeared to be a past-life memory. I want to refer 

here to the work of psychiatrist Brian Weiss. His first book, Many Lives, Many Masters, it came out of a 

hypnosis session where somebody apparently went into the space between lives but had in that space 

confidential knowledge of something that had happened to Brian Weiss, and it really made him think. 

I would say that I have no idea whether there are past lives or not, but what I do know is they are extremely 

real for some people. And sometimes a fear of dying or some other fear seems to be rooted in that past life.  

I look at past-life memories that come up as a form of healing 

fiction – a term that I adopted from the Jungian analyst James 

Hillman.  

It doesn’t matter whether it was a past life or not. It doesn’t 

matter what the ball of light that you threw at the fear reveals. If it’s meaningful to you, it can actually help to 

set you free. It can change your mind.  

I find the use of imagery highly creative and useful for many fears, 

including existential fears and the fear of actually dying. 

Dr. Buczynski:  Thank you. That’s it for us for this week.  

We’ll be back again next week to again talk about working with fear with our clients. But right now we’d like 

to hear from you: how are you going to use these ideas with your clients this week? Please leave a comment 

below, and while you’re there go back and read other people’s comments, and comment on their comments. 

That brings our whole community together.  

We’ll see you again next week. Take good care. 

“If it’s meaningful to you, it can 

actually help to set you free. It 

can change your mind.” 

“I find the use of imagery 

highly creative and useful 

for many fears.” 


