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Week 118, Day 4: Ron Siegel, PsyD 

Three Phases of Working Through Fear 

Dr. Buczynski: How can we help clients face their fears without pushing them beyond their limits? 

Well according to Dr. Ron Siegel, there are three phases of working through fear. 

Here, Ron will tell us what those phases are. He’ll also identify one common thread that HE says runs through 

most fears. 

Dr. Siegel:  How do we work with fear? Fear is so pervasive in everyone’s life. It’s almost always a part of 

psychotherapy.  

I see it as having basically three phases or components. One is to try to recognize what we’re really afraid of. 

Second is to find some way to approach that which we’re afraid of, and in the process, have the third phase 

which is finding a way to learn to not fear the fear.  

All of this has to be done within a zone of tolerance. The idea that the 

pathway through fear involves facing it, yes, that’s true - if it’s within a 

zone of tolerance. But just moving up against the things that are most 

difficult for us can simply be retraumatizing. So, we’re constantly having 

to titrate how far to push in facing our fears. 

What sorts of fears come up in treatment? 

I’m sure it’s different for different people working with different 

populations [and] in different specialties. I know for me, there are some 

folks who have what we might call concrete objects of their fear: flying, driving, public speaking, physical 

pain, or something.  

For some, it’s more symbolic. It’s things which are often fears that are going to somehow lower our self-

esteem or threaten our self-image. These are things having to do with fear of rejection, fear of feeling shame 

or humiliation, fear of failures of different sorts, fears of disabilities, and the like.  

Then there’s a whole host of fears that are really fears of “the tiger within.” When our evolutionarily 

“Moving up against the 

things that are most 

difficult for us can simply 

be retraumatizing.” 

“We’re constantly having 

to titrate how far to push 

in facing our fears.” 



 

 

Next Level Practitioner - Fear  Week 118, Day 4 - Ron Siegel, PsyD - Transcript - pg. 3 

developed fight or flight system gets triggered by some internal image, thought, or feeling …. very often it’s a 

feeling that we’re afraid of our own sadness or anger.  Perhaps we’re afraid of our sexual feelings that we 

think are inappropriate. Then [there’s] the whole realm of becoming afraid of fear itself, which can certainly 

trap us into bad cycles. 

All of these fears actually have something in common: they all involve 

being afraid of some experience. It’s being afraid of some event in 

consciousness. In fact, it’s always fear of some event in consciousness 

which is in its very nature transitory, but we don’t experience it as 

transitory in the moment.  

We see this most clearly when we do a formal meditation practice, particularly mindfulness practice in which 

we allow thoughts and feelings to arise and pass. We start to see what our emotions are made up of – 

including fear.  

We notice the bodily sensation. We notice the fearful thought of something bad happening and often the 

image of what we’re afraid of. We start to realize we’re terribly 

afraid of these constellations whether it’s the constellation of 

fear, or we’re afraid of the feeling of sadness and the thoughts 

and the images of sadness, or anger and the thoughts and images 

of anger. We start to notice we’re actually afraid of the inner 

experience, and we’ll go to great lengths to avoid these various kinds of inner experiences even though they 

are all impermanent. 

The degree to which we can help a client move from thinking that their fear is the fear of the external event, 

to noticing the fear is of the internal experience in response to the external event, we’ve got a pathway to 

some freedom. We can start to work with our reactions including the reaction of feeling like certain inner 

states are hideous and horrible and have to be avoided at all costs.  

With the fear of public speaking we’re afraid of two things: the inner state of arousal and often that the inner 

state of arousal is going to make us behave in a way that’s going to bring on ridicule. We won’t be able to 

bear the ridicule.   

If we spend time in therapy examining what that feeling of ridicule feels like, and even imagining the worst 

happening – getting up in front of the group and being stuck and not being able to speak eloquently or at all – 
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we start to see we’re really afraid of that feeling inside. [It’s a] feeling of utter humiliation we imagine would 

happen if this were the case.  

Of course, there are public-speaking examples in which “My job depends on it. If I can’t do it I’m going to get 

fired. If I get fired I won’t be able to support myself or my family.” There are those concrete things, but in my 

experience with people struggling with this, it’s more that they’re afraid they’re going to feel badly about 

themselves. This fear is greater than [the fear] it’s going to cause some objective collapse or threat to their 

safety.   

When I talk about these things, I almost always talk about my own experience with something like it. Luckily, 

since I’m a temperamentally anxious guy who’s been afraid of everything conceivable in life, I almost always 

have a genuine example of some fear I can share with them. I’ll often demonstrate the process of looking for 

what’s underneath it by telling them what’s underneath it for me.  

In so doing, it normalizes it. [I don’t talk about it] the first day of 

treatment because I don’t want them to say, “I can’t work with 

this guy because he’s too neurotic.” Once they’ve gotten to know 

me a bit, then it tends to normalizes [fear] and make it look 

workable. Then it becomes an invitation for them to notice, “What is the state or moment-to-moment 

experience I’m resisting here?” It’s a very important point because to present this as “something happening 

to you” is very threatening to somebody’s self-esteem and they’re going to feel like it’s an empathic failure.  

Dr. Buczynski: As Ron just showed us, by sharing his own fears with clients, he can help normalize theirs.  

Now tomorrow’s Friday, which means it’s time for the Critical Insights session. So tomorrow, I’ll be joined by 

Doctors Ron Siegel and Kelly McGonigal and we’ll deconstruct many of the experts’ ideas from the week—

and look at ways to apply them to your practice. 

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

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

“I’ll often demonstrate the 
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