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Week 121, Day 5: Ron Siegel, PsyD and Kelly McGonigal, PhD  

Critical Insights 

Dr. Buczynski:  Hello everyone. We’re back. This is the part of the week where we’re going to conceptualize 

on the ideas from this week.  

I’m joined by Drs. Kelly McGonigal and Ron Siegel. We’re going to jump right in and start with what stood out 

to you this week.  

 

When Blame is Counterproductive to Successful Relationships 

Dr. McGonigal:  I was really struck by Stan’s observation that your job, in a committed relationship, is to be 

an expert on your partner, in a positive way, so that you can 

help your partner navigate everything that’s difficult about life 

outside of your relationship, and to co-navigate together, like 

to support your life together.  

I was thinking about what a bizarre dynamic blame is, if that is 

how you view a relationship. It would be like if you were 

literally in the same boat with your partner; you’re going 

somewhere in this boat with your partner, and you start to sink. While your partner is trying to bail out the 

water, you’re down there trying to make the hole bigger in the 

bottom of the boat to guarantee that you sink together, rather than 

get where you want to go. 

Something that’s really powerful about that metaphor is that what 

couples need to do is to strengthen the vessel of the relationship, so 

that you can survive life together and pursue your dreams and your goals together, and that blame is literally 

sinking your ability to do that.  

Dr. Siegel:  Yes. It’s a great metaphor. It reminds me of one.  

“Your job, in a committed 

relationship, is to be an expert on 

your partner so that you can help 

your partner navigate everything 

that’s difficult about life outside 

of your relationship.” 

“Couples need to strengthen 

the vessel of the relationship 

and blame is sinking their 

ability to do that.” 
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I mentioned last week that I’ve done a lot of work in child community mental health, and very often we’re 

trying to help a kid whose parents are not together.  

What I’ll say to one of the parents who’s going after the other parent for “their terrible parenting mistakes” 

is, “What do you call an 800-pound gorilla when you’re trapped in a 10 by 10 room with him or her?”  

The answer is, “Sir or Ma’am.” Because the negative effects of the fight here are so bad that you really don’t 

want to do it. Which is exactly what you’re pointing to: that “You’re making a hole in the boat. This isn’t going 

to work.” 

 

Why Self-Soothing is Necessary to Foster Interpersonal Relationships 

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

Dr. Siegel:  What stood out to me was that we’re circling a similar theme to last week: the idea that under 

anger and blame, there’s almost always hurt, but how it looks different when we see it in the context of 

couples’ work. 

Our capacity to self-soothe and to hold ourselves – which we also 

talked about a lot last week – becomes so important if we’re going to 

be able to connect with our partner. The idea that we have to be 

able to care for us in order to have the connection. 

Everybody touched on this in different ways.  

Pat talked about identifying the longing for connection. She had a client who was afraid that the other person 

would be too dependent on her, she’d always have to care for the other one – and needed to know how she 

could soothe herself and that fear.  

Stan said, “All of us have one, two, or three core vulnerabilities that we’ve had since childhood that we feel 

inadequate about.” I said, “Is it only three? I seem to have half a dozen.” But nonetheless, he was onto 

something really important here, which is we really need to be able to tolerate that, to tolerate that feeling 

of inadequacy ourselves. Otherwise, we’re just going to get reactive in the couple or we’re going to go off 

blaming in a way that is not helpful.  

“Our capacity to self-soothe 

and to hold ourselves 

becomes so important if 

we’re going to be able to 

connect with our partner.” 
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Dick, who does such a great job with this, said (I’m paraphrasing), “When we’re being a jerk, it’s almost 

always a part of us that’s protecting ourselves from some vulnerability.” Protecting, as he would call it, an 

exile within us, and usually stemming from childhood, and how powerfully it shifts our ability to identify that 

if we think of these as parts of us rather than who we are.  

Finally, Chris talking about the need for self-soothing through self-

compassion, if we’re going to be able to enter the relationship 

with sufficient resources to not just be reactive. 

Everybody was saying, “You’ve got to acknowledge your own hurt. 

You’ve got to be able to give yourself a hug. Otherwise you’re going to be stuck in this endless reactivity.” 

And they’re right. That’s an important thing to think about as we look at working with couples around this.  

 

Questions to Help Clients Evaluate the Pros and Cons of Blaming Others 

Dr. Buczynski: Richard Schwartz told the story of a client who liked his blaming part because it had protected 

him from his father when he was young, and it also helped him be aggressive and successful as an adult. How 

do you work with someone who finds a benefit in blaming others? 

Dr. McGonigal: There’s this strategy that I use. It’s from behavioral economics, and it’s called “Finding the 

hidden zero.” This is when there’s some behavior that you engage in that does have some payoff – whether it 

makes you feel good in the short term, or makes you feel important, or whatever – there’s some benefit, 

short term.  

Often, when we’re making the decision, when you’re looking at that calculation and you think the choice is, 

“Do I get this payoff – or do I get nothing?” actually you’re giving away something when you make that 

choice. There is a cause, but it’s a hidden cause, so it looks like a zero. But it’s actually something you’re 

giving away.  

To ask questions like, “Okay, yes. There is a benefit sometimes, say, to 

blaming others,” for whatever the behavior is. But I want to talk for a 

moment about what the costs are and to ask questions like, “Really, 

what is the cost to this behavior? What have you noticed? What are you 

“Everybody was saying, You’ve 

got to acknowledge your own 

hurt. You’ve got to be able to 

give yourself a hug.” 

“Really, what is the cost 

to this behavior? What 

have you noticed? What 

are you sacrificing?” 
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sacrificing? When you choose this, what are you saying you are willing to give up? What are you putting at 

risk? 

“Maybe the outcome hasn’t happened yet, but when you choose, say, to blame your partner, what are you 

putting at risk? And what are the harmful side effects or aftershocks? What’s not necessarily the immediate 

outcome, but have you seen an outcome later on that maybe you’re not really paying attention to?” 

Then, you can make that list and really ask yourself, “Does the 

benefit that you’re getting outweigh the costs or the harm of what 

you’re putting at risk?” 

Research shows that, even if it doesn’t change your behavior 

immediately, if you go through that process, somehow it starts to 

subtly change the decision-making process so that later on you’re more likely to make the decision that is 

consistent with what you decided was most valuable.  

Obviously I’m assuming that if you make this list, you’re going to decide that not blaming others is the right 

thing to do because you don’t want to put your relationship at risk. 

If you can get to that place eventually, making this list seems to change people’s behaviors down the road. It 

doesn’t always happen immediately, but the brain is always making these calculations, sometimes outside of 

our conscious awareness, so you need to give your brain a sort of a better evaluation of the choice that 

you’re making. 

Dr. Buczynski:  That’s excellent, Kelly. Thank you. 

Dr. Siegel:  Yes, and they were all economic-analyses questions, which is great. It’s like, “What’s the cost 

benefit here?” 

 

How to Help Clients Understand The Blaming Part of Themselves 

Dr. Buczynski: Let’s talk more about Dick Schwartz. He was talking – no surprise here – about how he uses 

the language of parts to help the reluctant client feel more comfortable looking at their own responsibility 

for particular problems instead of always focusing the blame on others. 

“Does the benefit that 

you’re getting outweigh the 

costs or the harm of what 

you’re putting at risk?” 
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Can you share how you worked with someone to help them feel comfortable to start looking inward instead 

of looking outward for blame? 

Dr. Siegel:  Yes. As you’ve heard me say before, Dick’s approach is a really nice way to help people get off of 

the sort of narcissistic vulnerability: “What does this mean about me” reactivity to insight.  

Talking about the part of you that acts aggressively, the part of you that’s blaming, the part of you, frankly, 

that’s a jerk oftentimes is a really good way to go about it. 

We see the role of self-image or self-esteem in this, even though Dick doesn’t talk about that so much 

directly. But it’s really the fear that “I will look bad, in my own eyes or in the eyes of the other” that’s our 

biggest obstacle to seeing things clearly. Because that’s what makes it so that we don’t fully see our part, our 

participation in the dynamic; most of us really can’t bear the thought that “I’m a bad person.” It’s just so 

painful to really feel that. 

The number of different rationalizations and things that people come up with to avoid that feeling are really 

numberless.  

What’s interesting, too, is when people go to friends with these sort of problems, some relational problem, 

almost always what the friend will do is try to make you feel, “You’re right and that other person is wrong.” 

That becomes the friendly, supportive thing to do. 

Dick’s approach takes care of the ego problem, because if I’m right, that’s one way to feel, “Okay, I’m not 

terrible.” But the other way to do it is really this approach, which is, “There’s a part of me that maybe isn’t so 

right, and therefore it’s not me.”  

I use all sorts of variants on this. The variants for people who don’t like the “parts” language are things like, 

“Hmm, it seems that at that moment, you really get possessed with anger. It’s as though a spirit had just 

taken over, just like cultures that talk about possession,” so they don’t think it’s woo-woo. But to normalize 

this in the sense that all the world’s cultures have talked about possession, because that’s how it feels in 

these moments. 

Or there’s a whole inner-child literature that gets pooh-poohed a little bit, but to talk about, “Gosh, it’s like a 

younger part of you that’s really activated right then – right? That’s the little kid inside of you getting 

activated.” And people can do that. 
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The other thing is to use the personifying of the anger itself, like in the movie Inside Out – which, by the way, 

Dick Schwartz consulted on, so the parallels with the Internal Family System are not accidental.  

This idea of “What does anger look like? What does blaming look like? What does the blaming part of you 

look like? And what does it need? What does it feel? what’s bothering it?” 

Also, something, Ruth, you’re very familiar with, which is doing the two-chair approach like you would do in 

Gestalt therapy: “Okay, let’s take the blaming part of you and have him or her sit in this chair and talk to 

another part of you. Or even have the blaming part talk to the imagined other bad other.” And then, “Are 

there other parts of you that could talk to the other bad other?”  

There’s a lot of different ways you can mix this up, but all of which really move it out of the realm of “I’m a 

bad person or not.” That’s what gives people the most flexibility to start actually looking at the patterns that 

are unfolding. 

Dr. Buczynski:  I think your point about people having – it’s hard to bear, the idea that “I’m a bad person,” 

and it’s easier to go there. 

Dr. Siegel:  Yes, because the world’s relationship issues have pointed this out, but we are all sinners like a lot, 

if we’re really honest. 

 

Exercises of Self-Compassion to Interrupt Blaming Cycles 

Dr. Buczynski: Let’s talk about Chris Germer. He shared two self-compassion practices that people can use to 

interrupt a cycle of blaming others. One was three phrases of self-compassion and the other was a breathing 

exercise. 

Are there other self-compassion or outward-compassion practices that are like that, that you like to use, that 

help people shift out of blame for others? 

Dr. McGonigal:  Yes. I’ll share with you the two that we teach in the Stanford Compassion Cultivation Training 

that I have heard from participants are very effective when this dynamic is present, when you’re feeling 

angry at someone else, you’re blaming someone else. 
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One is – this is probably not going to be surprising to people – but it’s a 

practice of common humanity where, in the moment when you’re feeling 

that rage or you want to criticize someone, that you slow down and you 

say the phrase, “Common humanity. Just like me, this person wants to be 

happy and free from suffering.” That. Just that. 

Now, in moments of rage, this can be radical, because there’s a part of you that’s saying, “This person is not 

just like me, and this person just wants everyone to be miserable.” And so you’re just holding back on that. 

Then the second part is to say, “May you be happy and free from suffering,” which that can require even 

greater courage.  

But that’s not the whole exercise. It’s like two sentences in your head, but it does a few things. 

First of all, it’s accessing common humanity – notice it’s not just looking at someone and saying, “This person 

wants to be happy and free from suffering”; it’s “Just like me, this person wants to be happy and free from 

suffering.” So you’re activating the affiliation drive already that paves the way for offering this voice of 

compassion and lovingkindness.  

Also, it helps you connect to that theory of mind that Stan talked about: how important it is to get out of just 

being tightly egocentric in this dynamic.  

The other one, which I absolutely love and in some ways it’s easier 

to choose, is a single phrase: “May we both be free of this,” 

meaning “May we both be free of the pain and suffering that we are 

both experiencing and maybe both co-creating in this moment.” 

I love it because it’s a way of, maybe with some humor and some 

self-compassion, acknowledging that mutual responsibility that 

people have often in blame dynamics also it acknowledges that there are two people who are probably in 

pain, even though your pain may be more real to you in that moment. 

It helps activate that collaborative and cooperative mindset that I 

mentioned at the beginning of our talk – that idea that “We’re in the 

same boat together and let’s see if we can strengthen this vessel rather 

than destroy it and sink ourselves.” 

“Common humanity. 

Just like me, this person 

wants to be happy and 

free from suffering.”  

“May we both be free of the 

pain and suffering that we 

are both experiencing and 

maybe both co-creating in 

this moment.” 

“It helps activate that 

collaborative and 

cooperative mindset.” 
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Dr. Buczynski:  Thank you. Those are both lovely ideas.  

 

How the Body Can Help Clients Connect to Common Humanity  

Dr. Buczynski: Pat Ogden told the story of working with a couple whose relationship was characterized by 

anger, withdrawal and general unhappiness. By working somatically, as she is often known to do, Pat was 

able to help them go from wanting the other person to change, to connecting with the part of themselves 

that needed to change.  

How do you help clients, especially couples, see what needs to change within themselves, instead of focusing 

on what they feel needs to change in their partner? 

 You know how, earlier, you said Stan Tatkin says we should be an expert on the other person? A lot of times 

our expertise is more of an expert on how they should change in order to be a more/a better person/a more 

perfect person, as if we were their parent or something. 

Dr. Siegel:  Yes, or their supervisor. Even worse perhaps.  

Pat’s approach is a very nice one because there is something about 

using the body as a “royal road to the unconscious” that gets us out 

of our narratives a little bit.  

Just noticing – and this is the shift. I don’t know that anybody this 

week called/or if anybody used this language – but the general shift 

from content to process.  

Content almost always, in these kinds of blaming dynamics, is “the jury of the peers would vote for me, not 

with you.” Whereas process is much more about “When I do this, this other thing happens in you when this 

other thing happens in you, I tend to do this more.” 

Just staying with the body, and staying with – I believe it was he had the impulse to reach out toward her for 

a little bit of closeness; she then had this impulse to pull back, to resist getting closer. But then, when she was 

asked to really examine that impulse, somatically, she was able to notice that below that was this wish to be 

cared for on her part – but that she was even more afraid of this. 

“There is something about 

using the body as a royal 

road to the unconscious 

that gets us out of our 

narratives a little bit.” 
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Pat brought up a critical issue here: the person needs to be able to feel sufficiently resourced – and Kelly was 

talking about this – feel enough taken-care-of themselves to be able to shift from the blame to the hurt. 

In many ways, the challenge is “How can we help this person feel resourced enough?” And that’s one way to 

frame what we’ve been talking about today: whether it’s by noticing common humanity, as Kelly was just 

describing, or noticing the – I guess there are two aspects of common humanity – but that, we’re all 

suffering, we all want to feel well and, that this person basically has the same aims that I do.  

Whether it’s noticing that, or all of the other ways that we start to notice that “We’re in this together” can 

help us a little bit to shift.  

I thought Stan put it quite nicely; he said, “We rarely change when a gun is pointed to us, at our head. We 

tend to change when we feel sufficiently safe and resourced so that we can risk changing a little bit.” 

In many ways it’s like an individual therapy, only we’ve got to think of two people’s needs simultaneously: 

“What’s going to make each one of these people be able to feel held and be able to feel safe enough so that 

they would risk moving toward their pain?”  

This has to do with normalizing it, normalizing the wish to be loved – we talked about it – and also making 

sense out of it historically.  

I don't think anybody’s talking about, implicitly, people’s past psychodynamics here, but to actually literally 

ask, “When in the past did you not get what you needed? When in the past were you in a situation like this 

where you were afraid it wouldn’t be forthcoming?” Or simply, “When in the past did you have a feeling like 

this feeling that you’re having right here and now?” 

And often that will lead to the childhood referent for it, or some other peer interaction or family interaction 

in which the person really had this feeling of, “Oh” – this desperate longing not being carried for them. 

I do think the self-compassion exercises that we introduce have the potential to be enormously helpful, but 

the person needs to trust us enough to not dismiss them as Pollyanna-like.  

There’s always a danger that the person is going to feel we’re glossing over the pain, particularly when we do 

exercises like the one that Kristin Neff used a lot: “What would a good friend say to you right now? What do 

you feel you need at the moment, and what you’d like to have at the moment?”  
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When we go in those directions, it has the potential to be transformative. But we have to make sure we’ve 

got enough of an alliance that the person isn’t going to just reject us and say, “Oh, you know – forget that 

stuff. This is real pain.” 

Dr. McGonigal:  Yes. Let me add to that: there’s research showing 

that people who have insecure attachment styles have adverse 

reactions to self-compassion practices.  

Dr. Siegel:  Oh, that’s very interesting. 

Dr. McGonigal: And since we were talking previously about adverse reactions to meditation, of course, 

people who are really in therapy for relationship issues may be particularly likely to have attachment issues, 

and it’s something to be aware of. Not that it’s not useful, but that the initial response could be aversive. 

Dr. Siegel:  Right. It may take the form of what Chris likes to call backdraft. This bringing on love, when the 

person has come up with some defensive strategy that works, cannot be with their longing so much; you try 

to pour it on – it’s not going to be comfortable. 

Dr. Buczynski:  Thank you. That’s it for us for this week. Now we’d like to hear from you: how are you going 

to use these ideas in your work with your patients? Or what else has worked for you? Please share your 

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

comments. That’ll bring our whole community together. 

Meanwhile, we’ll be back again next week until then, thanks for all that you do. Take good care.  

“There’s research showing 

that people who have 

insecure attachment styles 

have adverse reactions to 

self-compassion practices.” 


