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Week 120, Day 4: Ellyn Bader, PhD 

An Exercise to Help Clients Become Aware  

of the Vulnerabilities Beneath Blame  

Dr. Buczynski: This week we’ve been talking about addressing the pain that often drives a client’s need to 

blame or change others. 

But how can we help a client better understand the vulnerabilities that are often fueling this tendency to 

blame? 

Well, Ellyn Bader uses an exercise involving a white board and a handout as a way of indirectly uncovering 

these feelings.  

Dr. Bader:  A big problem in couples therapy is clients who want to change other people; in fact they want to 

change one main other person, which is their partner. That’s the energy they bring to therapy. It gets even 

worse because you can hear with some frequency, “I’ve done everything I could possibly do. Now it’s your 

turn.” They’re very dug in, and they feel very, very justified to not have to do anything themselves. When you 

get into a situation like that, you have to go about it indirectly first, rather than directly. 

If I use the question with the person who’s very dug in “What do you think is going to be required of you to 

make a change?” They’ll say, “Nothing. Nothing’s required of me,” or, “I’ve done everything.” I’ll give you an 

example of an indirect exercise I use a lot.  

I keep a whiteboard in my office. I’ll get up to the white board and say, “Every person, and this is everybody - 

in therapy, not in therapy, everybody – has things we do that are ineffective when we’re under stress. I’ll give 

some examples, “they might be we blame, we yell, we get sarcastic, we criticize, we withdraw, we run away.” 

I’ll say, “Let’s brainstorm a list of all the ineffective things people do. We’re not talking about you yet – we’re 

just talking about people. So, let’s brainstorm a list of all the ineffective things you can think of that people do 

when they’re under stress.” I get a big, long list on my board. 

Then I’ll say, “Let’s also brainstorm a list of effective things people can do when they’re triggered or under 

stress.” I give some examples like, “You can be curious. 

You can ask questions. You can take a deep breath. You 

can ask for a time out. You can be empathic.” I give some 

examples then I’ll say, “Let’s brainstorm as long of a list 

“Let’s also brainstorm a list of 

effective things people can do when 

they’re triggered or under stress.”  
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that we can think of, of all the effective things people can do when they’re under stress.”  

I usually try to get at least fifteen things on each list. I have a handout that I use which has three concentric 

circles on it. In the center of those three circles, I’ll say, “Let’s put in here first the things from this list that are 

most typical for you, that you do when you’re under stress. Let’s just pick two, three, or maybe four that are 

common for you to do when you’re under stress.” 

If I’m working with somebody who’s super-defended and I think they’re going to dig in a lot, I’ll say, “Let me 

start. Here’s what I do…” I’ll be very up-front, like, “When I’m under stress, I can get very nagging. I can get 

very bossy. I can get critical.” I say, “I want you to write down three or four you do when you’re under stress 

in the center of the three circles.” 

Then I say, “Let’s write down, and you may think you’re really effective, but let’s just say you could be even 

more effective - what you could do more of when you’re under stress.” Sometimes I might even give a 

personal example again, but I’m looking for, “If there was a little stretch for you, in terms of being more 

effective, what would you be doing instead?” I have them write those down in the outer circle. 

Then I say, “Here’s the trickiest part of all: the internal circle is for all of us. This is something that’s true for 

everybody. We all have vulnerable feelings that are not easy to show or share, and those vulnerable feelings 

get hidden underneath the ineffective things we do. For example, when you feel fear, you may get 

aggressive, angry, or blaming. Let’s spend some time talking about the 

vulnerable feelings that are hard for you personally to show or share.” 

What I’ve done indirectly is make it about people first, not about them. 

I’ve been up-front about my own things that I do. I’m getting down in 

black and white, so that they can actually by the time we’re done with this, take it home and put it on a 

mirror, a refrigerator, or on their desk or whatever – somewhere they can look at it. I’m indirectly exposing 

the vulnerability they’re afraid of. It might be loneliness, fear, inadequacy, pain, hurt – whatever it is. I’m 

helping them begin to articulate what those ineffective coping mechanisms cover. 

A quick example: I worked recently with a female trial attorney. She can be viciously attacking when she’s 

angry and had no idea whatsoever it was triggered by fear and hurt. It was a real eye-opener to her to begin 

to see there was something that was happening first before she became vicious and attacking. Some of her 

vicious attacking serves her well when she’s in a criminal court of law, but it wasn’t serving her well in her 

marriage. 

“What I’ve done indirectly 

is make it about people 

first, not about them.” 
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Dr. Buczynski: As Ellyn demonstrated, getting clients to name their vulnerable feelings can be the first step to 

helping them change their ineffective behaviors. 

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 ’ll see you tomorrow.  


