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Week 122, Day 2: Dan Siegel, MD 

How to Heal Blame with Empathy  

Dr. Buczynski: Yesterday, Dr. Dan Siegel shared his approach for building a client’s empathy as one way to 
help them stop blaming others.  

Now today we’re going to see how Dan worked through the five aspects of empathy with two parents who 
consistently blamed their son. And he’ll share how he helped them get beyond the pain that was hiding just 
beneath their blame. 

Dr. Siegel:  There was a young man who was just about to get married and he was very excited. He was in his 
early thirties and really, really, excited to get married. He called his parents to tell them he’d found the 
woman of his dreams and he was going to get married – he was in a different city. They said, “That’s really 
sad to hear,” and they started yelling at him for all sorts of things. 

He came to me and was very sad. He didn’t know what was going on. The bottom line is he invited his 
parents before the wedding – not right before but way before the wedding happened – to come down. 
Without his fiancée, because I thought that was just too complicated, I had an intense four-hours-a-day-for-
three-days set of a long weekend “seminar” with the three of them – the 
two parents and this young man. 

When that session started, for the first twelve hours these two parents were 
blaming this son for all sorts of things: “You this, you that, and you this.”  

He was saying, “It makes me feel really sad that I finally found somebody I 
love, and you say, ‘Oh, that’s too bad.’ And there’s no joy in you - there’s no 
happiness.”  

“Well, this is a horrible world,” they said – it was actually both of them. They were at it like a fused individual, 
these two. They were like blaming him in the beginning. 

My task had to be to look at these five aspects of empathy with his parents. I 
started doing that with them.  

I really want to give them credit because what I’m about to tell you is one of 
the most . . . It was the kind of thing if you’d see it on tape, you’d remember 
why we go into the field of mental health.  

I actually was just having dinner with my wife the other night and he was 
there with his now wife. I just got up and we both gave each other this big, big, big hug because of what I’m 
about to tell you. You’ll see. You just feel so privileged to be in this field. 

Going back years, and back with this family . . . they had the courage to do this. The blaming and the blaming 
and “This and this . . .”  

Then he starts getting emotional and tearful, and said, “I don’t understand what’s going on. I’m just getting 
married. All my life it’s been like this; you’ve kind of pushed me to ‘do this, do that,’ and I’ve never really felt 
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close to you. What’s going on?” 

These two parents agreed to do what I do with almost all my patients – they weren’t my patients, they were 
my patient’s parents – but they agreed to do the Adult Attachment Interview. I have it in my different books 
but in Brainstorm especially, you’ll see a version I use.  

I did an Adult Attachment Interview with the father and with the mother. If I wasn’t sitting in the room and 
you told me this story, I would go, “Yeah, right. How does something happen like this?” But it really 
happened like this.  

When I was hugging this guy at the restaurant the other night, you 
could feel between us like, “Do you remember that event that changed 
everything?”  

What happened was the father talked about this terrible loss in his life 
early on when he was around nineteen, of a friend, and it just made him withdraw and say to himself, “I can’t 
be committed to friendships or anything like that.” He just shut himself down.  

For the mother – it’s hard for me to even say this, but she said, “I’ve never told anyone this before, but when 
I was sixteen and came home from school, I found my mother hanging by a rope in my closet.”  

The three of us are with her – the husband, the son, and me – and we’re speechless. I really started doing 
some work with her. She’d never had therapy about it or anything. It was like, “Okay, let’s go on.”  

We went through it and what it was like to be sixteen. What had gone on before? What was her relationship 
like with her mother? We were doing the Adult Attachment Interview so this was in the whole setting, “What 
was your relationship like with your mother/with your father?” It’s a very detailed interview.  

The father was hearing this. You could see what was arising was her unbelievable trauma and his trauma with 
a friend who also had died from a different kind of circumstance.  

Both of them had made this decision, “I’m feeling nothing.”  

They found each other because of their sexual compatibility and intellectual compatibility. They had this son 
and raised him - I don't want to say robotically - but very disconnectedly. He had an avoidant attachment. 

When he finally broke through that through therapy, and finally found this woman and was getting married 
to her, they hadn’t changed but he had because he’d been in therapy with me. So they were just projecting 
on him like, “How dare you have emotional needs that you would go out and get married to someone - you 

stupid jerk!” He’s kind of like, “What?” 

His parents’ courage to actually come and make a repair with their son 
was just exquisite. It was just amazing. I share that with you because to 
me, when people project out, there’s often a reason they’re doing that.  

Of course as therapists we say, “What bozos – they’re projecting all their 
stuff.” Well, often there’s a lot of pain beneath that, even if it’s really 
hard to get to. Our job is to try to stay openhearted to the layers 

beneath that defensive, projective thing – as much as it’s destructive.  

It’s understandable we have these reactions, but then you’ve got to try to stay present yourself. It’s just 
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incredible.  

Dr. Buczynski: As we saw in Dan’s story, when we help clients process trauma, that protective layer of blame 
often begins to peel away.   

Tomorrow, we’ll take a look at how to avoid our urge to change a client who is defensive or blaming.   

But now I’d like to hear from you. How can you use what you just heard with your clients? Please leave a 
comment below. I’ll see you tomorrow. 


