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Week 120, Day 2: Lynn Lyons, LICSW 

How to Disrupt the Pattern of Black and White Thinking  

Dr. Buczynski: When it comes to working with clients who want to change others, suggesting that they look 

at their own part in the problem can sometimes spark righteous indignation. 

So how can we work effectively with this type of response? 

Well, here’s how Lynn Lyons works through it with a client . . .  

Dr. Lyons:  When a parent is in front of me and I start talking about a parent’s role in the anxious child’s 

behavior, that’s where I’ll get that. That’s that black-and-white thinking that comes up. It’s sort of, “So you 

just think I should not do anything? Is that what you’re saying? Okay. Everything I’m doing is wrong – right?” 

You know, that sort of presentation.  

I just sort of sit back and will say, “Well, no, that’s not what I was saying, so let me try that again.” Then I’m 

very conscious of my language. I’m working at normalizing. I again want to try and find an example outside 

themselves that they can relate to. 

I might say, “Now, you’re being a bit of a ‘Yeah… but’ er’” – and if I’m with the kids, I’ll say, “Do you know 

what a yeah… but’ er is?” We all know a yeah…but’ er. Can we think of a yeah… but’ er in the world, or is 

there anybody in your family that’s kind of a yeah… but’ er?”  

Very gently and slowly [we] say, “You know what? I totally expect this response because I just made you feel 

so defensive. Let me back up. You heard me say you’re doing it all wrong; but one of the things we’re going 

to work on is that black-and-white thinking that you’re either to blame or it’s somebody else’s fault.  

The other concept I really want to work on is the idea that responsibility doesn’t mean intent. You can do 

something wrong, make a mistake, own up to it, and be responsible for 

that, but it doesn’t have to go with blaming. With your kids, if I’m going 

to say to you, “I really need you to let him do more things on his own” 

and you come back at me with “So now I shouldn’t even be a parent – 

right? That’s what you’re saying? Yes, just let him do whatever he wants. How about we get rid of bedtimes 

too – right? Is that what you think?” There it is. There’s the black-and-white thinking. 

“Responsibility doesn’t 

mean intent.” 
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“What I’m saying to you is, the fact that your child right now is sleeping in 

your bed and he’s ten, this is going to be your responsibility to fix. You 

didn’t do this with intent. You didn’t set out nine years ago to say, “You 

know what I want? I want an anxious kid that can only sleep in my bed.” 

Let’s talk about what you’re responsible for and what your child’s 

responsible for, but let’s get rid of the blame in the intent. A lot of things 

happen like that.” 

Then again, I’ll say, “Let’s think of other situations in which that might be the case.”  

I might tell a story: “I’ve got a seventeen-year-old who just got his license last year. When he was parked at 

school – he had my car – and somebody backed up and scraped the side of the car and left. When he got 

home, he said to me, ‘I am really sorry. At school your car got all scraped up. I don't know who did it. 

Obviously, I didn’t make this happen, but I will pay for this.’  

That’s what he said to me. Then I said to him, ‘You don’t have to pay for it, but let’s figure out what we could 

do next. You didn’t intend to do this, but you’ve got some responsibility in trying to figure it out.’ What we 

tried to do was we go down during the day and look. The car left red paint on the side of my blue car, so we 

went through the parking lot and looked for red cars that maybe – we didn’t find it. But there was a 

difference in saying, ‘This was your fault. You’re to blame. This was intent’ versus ‘This is your responsibility.’” 

I think that can be a tricky line to walk, but when I’m working with parents who are going to feel defensive, 

particularly when I say, “Look, if it’s nature, it’s you; if it’s nurture, it’s you with this anxiety thing. We’re all in 

it together,” they feel defensive. I want to help them differentiate between responsibility and intent. I want 

them to parent with that thought too. So that does seem to unhinge it a little bit.  

I also find blamers are really not very well schooled in apologizing – that somehow that’s a failure. I’m going 

to work on that with people very concretely. I think I’m very concrete and direct.  

I’ll say to people, “Apologizing is an enormously helpful skill to have, and per all reports you haven’t 

developed it very well yet, which was no fault of your own. I don't know why you don’t know how to 

apologize, and maybe nobody modeled it for you, but here’s the good news: let’s figure this out. Let’s work 

on that.”  

“You can do something 

wrong, make a mistake, 

own up to it, and be 

responsible for that, 

but it doesn’t have to 

go with blaming.” 
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What’s somebody going to say? They’re not going to say, “I am not willing to learn how to apologize,” you 

know. Except for those [with] personality disorders where [they’re] like, “Well, nothing’s my fault anyway so 

why should I have to learn how to apologize?” That’s when you sort of sit back and take a sip of tea.  

Dr. Buczynski: As Lynn showed us, when we lay out the difference between responsibility and intent, it can 

help to defuse a client’s impulse toward righteous indignation.  

Now tomorrow, we’re going to look at how two practitioners get at a feeling that lies underneath blame. 

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

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


