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Week 122, Day 4: Ron Siegel, PsyD 

A Key Idea to Listen for When Clients Blame  

Dr. Buczynski: How can we help a client whose first response to solving a problem is that someone else 
needs to change?  

Well, Dr. Ron Siegel often relies on two crucial steps to start shifting clients out of an ingrained tendency to 
blame other people. I’ll let Ron take it from here. 

Dr. Siegel:  I’ve been pondering this question of “How do I work with people who tend to see their problem 
as changing other people?” and what comes to mind most robustly for me is – because they’re not the 
easiest folks to work with in therapy. It brings to mind for me the distinction that was discussed a lot in my 
early days of training between neuroses and character disorders.  

The idea was, in a neurosis, a person is conflicted in some way and as a result is making themselves 
miserable. In character disorders, the person is conflicted in some way and is making other people miserable. 
It’s harder to work with character disorders than it is with neuroses, so this is difficult. 

Of course the first stage of any treatment involves the old joke about “How many therapists does it take to 
change a light bulb? Well, only one – but first the light bulb has to want to change.” If a person doesn’t, that’s 
kind of hard. 

We need to find some way to talk about this - some language that we can bring into the session to help 
people begin to shift their perspective.  

For me, I’ve discovered that it seems to work much better to 
begin with empathic resonance with the person’s underlying 
pain than it does to in any way challenge their externalization of 
the problem.  

What I do is, they may be coming in and telling me all about the 
bad things other people have done. I’m listening for “What 
hurts for this person? Is there some gentle way I can begin to 
talk about what hurts?”  

It’s usually in the form of how my client or patient has been injured by the so-called bad behavior on the part 
of the other. Carefully I do not weigh in on the guilt and innocence of the other person, or my client’s guilt 
and innocence, but rather [seek to] understand how it feels to be hurt.  

Then, I gently movie to the next phase of why they might be particularly hurt by this other person’s behavior. 
It can be something like, “Well, given the way you were unfairly accused as a child so often, I could 
understand why this other person being unfair to you now would be particularly painful and difficult” – again 
not voting on the guilt or innocence but trying to attune the person to that.  

I’ve found that, remarkably, if I stay away from the guilt and innocence, I stay away from the “Who’s to 
blame?” Staying with the pain, sooner or later people feel gratified, like, “My pain actually can be touched 
here in a loving way and that’s going to be okay.”  

“It seems to work much better 

to begin with empathic 

resonance with the person’s 

underlying pain than it does to 

in any way challenge their 

externalization of the problem.” 
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Of course, it has to be titrated because we don’t want to flood a person with more pain than they are able to 
tolerate at the moment. 

The next step is to get into the issue of “Can we make other people change? Can we even facilitate change in 
another person?”  

I really like the work of Michele Weiner-Davis. She’s got this “Divorce Busters” program and I was once in a 
seminar with her– I don't know where. She invited us to think of exactly the behaviors we know will bring out 
the worst in other people. You can do this – it’s different for each “other person.” If it’s a family member, 
what can you say or do that’s going to bring out the worst in that family member? If it’s a romantic partner or 
a business partner, “What’s the thing I can do that can bring out the 
worst in them?” 

She pointed out that if we have the power to bring out the worst in 
another person, perhaps we have the power to bring out the best in the 
other person as well. [We should] begin reflecting on what might we do 
to try to bring out what we like to see in the other person.  

This I think is a very elegant way to work with the challenge of 
somebody who’s always blaming others. You say, “They’re doing this 
horrible thing – how might you get them to do this?”  

A classic gambit with, say, an adolescent who is acting up all over the place, not following the rules, and 
endangering themselves is, “Let’s work together to figure out, in a Machiavellian way, how to get those 
difficult parents of yours off your back.”  

You gradually work toward, “I bet if you called them at 11 o’clock at night and told them where you are, that 
would get them to stop with the pestering about where you are at night. I bet if you actually came home 
when you’re supposed to, that would stop them from doing that as well.”  

Basically talk with the adolescent about how to bring out the best in their parents; as a result you wind up 
transforming the behavior of the adolescent. 

There are various ways to work with this.  

If a person comes to the conclusion that, “There’s no way at all that I can influence this other person and 
they’re going to continue to be the same,” then we can move into another realm which is, “So, how might 
you work with your own automatic reactions?”  

Begin to help people see that their own reactions come out of their personal history, our shared evolutionary 
biology, and our wiring as mammals. If we can help people see their reactivity as what’s causing their grief, as 
opposed to just the other person’s behavior, then we’ve got some wiggle room there. 

The way toward avoiding blame and avoiding this dimension of 
whose fault is it? – to my mind, is to talk a lot about 
evolutionary history, how we all react this way, and how 
hardwired this kind of thing is.  

Also look for ways to modulate that hardwiring with the goal of 
eventually getting to this Tibetan saying which I love very much: 

“If we have the power to 

bring out the worst in 

another person, perhaps 

we have the power to 

bring out the best in the 

other person as well.” 

“We can help people see their 

reactivity is what’s causing their 

grief, as opposed to just the 

other person’s behavior.” 
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“Seeking happiness by trying to rearrange external circumstances is 
like seeking sunlight in a north-facing cave.”  

It’s very unlikely any of us is ever going to be able to rearrange 
circumstances to make ourselves always happy, so at a certain point 
it’s about working with our reactivity to the circumstances. 

Dr. Buczynski: As we just heard, when we help a client realize they 
have control over their reactions, they can feel empowered to change their behavior.  

Now, tomorrow’s Friday, which means it’s our Critical Insights session, where I’ll meet with Drs. Ron Siegel 
and Kelly McGonigal to discuss many of the expert’s ideas from this week and look at new ways to apply 
them to your practice.    

But right now, I’d like to hear from you. How will you use today’s ideas in your work with clients?  Please, 
leave your comments below, and I’ll see you tomorrow. 

“At a certain point it’s about 

working with our reactivity 

to the circumstances.” 


