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Week 122, 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 synthesize all 
the ideas, or at least try to unpack as many as we can. I’m joined by my two good buddies, Dr. Ron Siegel and 
Dr. Kelly McGonigal.  

Let’s jump in. I want to start by asking you what stood out to you this week. How about we’ll start with you, 
Ron, and then we’ll go to you, Kelly.  

 

How Mindfulness Can Help to Reduce Blame 

Dr. Siegel:  Yes, I was really struck by the way Dan Siegel – no relation, by the way – described the default-
mode network, and particularly this idea of – his phrase was “An excessively differentiated solo self,” and the 
relationship between that and awareness of body sensation. Because I don't think this gets talked about 
enough. 

Jud Brewer has done a lot of work in this area, but it’s not so well known to clinicians. It’s a very novel way of 
talking about the way in which mindfulness practices help to deconstruct our usual sense of self and give us a 
glimpse into what in Buddhist psychology is so often called no self or anatta.  

This of course doesn’t mean we don’t remember a name, or a zip code, or that kind of thing, but rather it’s 
having more of an appreciation of our interconnectedness more of the time, and acting more as though we 
have an appreciation of our interconnectedness. 

One of the things we find is that we construct our sense of separate self, 
including the blaming separate self, by talking to ourselves about ourselves 
a lot. When we’re in an angry, blaming snit, we’re reviewing over and over 
in our mind usually how good we are and how bad the other person is. 
That’s why we’re blaming them. 

When we turn our attention instead to our breath or some other object of 
awareness and tune in to moment-to-moment sensations, and become 
more aware of interoceptive experience, then the relative strength in our 
consciousness of this narrative about how bad the other person is and 
how good we are, versus the experience of moment-to-moment sensation 
starts to shift.  

The thoughts start to feel as though they’re occurring more against the 
backdrop of this other, sensory, experience. 

It was very interesting that Dan pointed out that the more we do this, the 
less we believe in this separate, excessively solo self.  

“We construct our 

sense of separate self 

by talking to ourselves 

about ourselves a lot.” 

“When we turn our 

attention to moment-to

-moment sensations, 

the relative strength in 

our consciousness 

starts to shift.” 
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There was a famous study by Norm Farb and others back in 2007. I may have mentioned it before here, or 
perhaps Kelly has.  

They had people talk, basically describe themselves at the level of experiential self, which is simply, “It’s 
warm in the room right now; I feel a little perspiration here. My heart’s beating because I’m speaking 
publicly” – that sort of thing, versus narrative self: “I’m a man. I’m a psychologist. I’m a father. I’m a 
husband” – these different ways of doing it, of appreciating the self or experiencing the self. 

When people did more meditation practice, they were more readily able to shift into this experiential level.  

An interesting side effect of this is the idea that as we move into this more experiencing-self level, or less of 
what Dan’s calling the excessively differentiated solo self, we’re more likely to see ourselves as interrelated 
and even perhaps cocreated with other people. 

We can talk more about how of course if we saw ourselves as more interrelated and cocreated, the likelihood 
of moving into blame is going to be less. So there’s a direct relationship between staying with sensations, 
which always seems like bizarre except as a stress-reduction thing, and seeing ourselves differently, and 
blaming others less. 

Dr. Buczynski:  It is an interesting phenomenon, and it doesn’t quite 
make sense. Like why does staying with sensation have anything to 
do with blaming less? But it’s an interesting phenomenon. 

Dr. McGonigal:  It is. One thing this reminds me of – and I know I’ve 
mentioned this before: if you want to alter the default-mode 
network in a way that’s a little easier, then meditation in nature 
seems to do it. It just floods the cortex with all sorts of sensory 
information: sounds, and smells, and sights.  

If you want to have a different conversation with someone, to take a walk with them might lead to a very 
different coregulation – as everyone was talking about – versus when you’re sitting in a room and having that 
same sort of blame cycle. 

 

The Difference Between Functional and Intentional Abuse 

Dr. McGonigal:  I wanted to actually ask about something that stood out to me, and see what you all thought 
about this.  

Stephen made this comment: “It needs a lot of, let’s say, self-love, self-compassion to understand the 
functional abuse that many therapists are experiencing in their sessions when their client is not sharing with 
them, not engaging with them.” 

I thought, “That’s interesting. Is that how people experience it?” This idea that you, as the therapist, need to 
be co-regulated by the client – that you have these needs that need to be met to know that you are being 
heard, and understood, and being engaged with in a positive way.  

Did that stand out to either one of you – this idea of functional abuse, and then being a recipient of it? What 
is that like?  

“If you want to alter the 

default-mode network in a 

way that’s a little easier, 

then meditation in nature 

seems to do it.” 
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Dr. Siegel:  Yes, that struck me too, actually. That would have been a second theme, too, as to what stood 
out this week. It is true, in my experience, that being a therapist means 
absorbing a lot of painful experiences, because most people, first on the 
content level, don’t come in just to tell us about their promotions and 
falling in love and stuff. 

But the second one, he’s talking about a more process-oriented pain, 
which is how, often, when we’re in therapy, we may feel it’s not 

working, in the sense that we’re not really feeling connected with the other. 

I certainly have had that experience, and can think of a couple of people I’ve worked with over time where 
that experience comes up a lot. It is true; I’m not sure if it’s traumatizing exactly, but it certainly is aversive.  

It is so much easier to be alone just in nature or just alone in a chair than it is to be alone in a room with 
another person, ostensibly communicating.  

These moments in which we’re really not able to connect, in part because the other person – for whatever 
fears or developmental challenges they’ve had – really isn’t able to be present with us, and we can’t find a 
way to bridge that gap. 

He was pointing to something that is painful, and uniquely painful perhaps in the therapist role.  

Dr. Buczynski:  Particularly working with kids and teenagers. 

Dr. Siegel:  Sitting there when somebody’s got a hood pulled over their head, slumped down, and you’re 
trying to somehow make a connection. 

Dr. Buczynski:  Yes. 

Dr. McGonigal:  But I like that it’s described as functional versus 
intentional.  

That comes back to this theme of blame – that you can even be 
experiencing something that feels like abuse because the other 
person is unable to connect, not because they are willfully trying to 
hurt you or disrupt the relationship. 

I’m sure that would be a useful point of view whenever people are stuck in a cycle of blame as well, to see it 
as functional rather than intentional.  

 

A Client Story: How Excessive Differentiation Affects Relationships 

Dr. Buczynski: Dan Siegel talked about the role of the default-mode network in/of the brain. Kelly brought it 
up, and let’s continue with it.  

He said that if it’s excessively differentiated, people will put blame on others instead of on themselves. How 
do we work with someone whose default-mode network functions in that way? 

“You can be experiencing 

something that feels like 

abuse because the other 

person is unable to connect, 

not because they are 

willfully trying to hurt you.” 

“Being a therapist means 

absorbing a lot of painful 

experiences.” 
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Dr. Siegel:  This reminded me of a case. It wasn’t exactly a case in which my client was stuck in blaming the 
other, but it was another problem growing out of this excessive differentiation, in a sense – more on my 
client’s partner’s part than on his part. 

He’s involved in this relationship. He’s in his sixties or so; she’s maybe, oh, five or eight years younger. It’s a 
very rich relationship where they challenge each other in thoughtful ways, they’re both highly introspective. 
In many ways, it’s pretty good, as relationships go. 

But she had, prior to this, been stuck in a pretty loveless marriage with childhood-love difficulties, and as a 
result she’s very afraid to commit. She’s particularly afraid of getting into a relationship that feels stuck, non-
growthful, non-growth-supportive. Doesn’t want to make the same mistake again. 

This recently took the form of her saying to my client, “I’m aware of being on this journey of transformation, 
of growth, of development, of discovery, and I want to make sure that you’re on your own journey and that 
you’re not just tagging along with my journey.” 

There are also some habits that she doesn’t like that he’s got. She said, “But I don’t want you to change just 
to please me. I need to know that you’re being authentically you on your journey, and that our journeys are 
compatible.” 

He’s listening to this and he’s thinking, “I really like being with you. I find you really interesting. I’m changing 
in all sorts of ways based on our relationship. I’m learning all sorts of stuff. That feels like the journey at the 
moment. It feels perfectly cool to me. It’s fine if you suggest, ‘Let’s read this book’ instead of I suggest it. 
Sometimes I suggest the books.” 

He’s feeling like he’s actually getting it that they’re cocreating this relationship, where she’s coming at this – 
to my ear – with this excessively differentiated solo self idea, coming out of her own having been in a 
relationship that wasn’t working, where she felt lonely and stuck. It really is quite interesting.  

I suggested to him that, “Gosh, in all of our relationships” – I was probably making trouble, but anyway – “In 
all of our relationships, we’re cocreating each other. We all act differently with each of the different people 
that are in our lives. To think that there’s a journey which is somehow separate from one another if you’re in 
a committed, intimate relationship, it’s hard to imagine that because we’re always interbeing, as Thich Nhat 
Hanh would put it.” 

Now, that didn’t suggest a pathway out of this couple’s dilemma or impasse at the moment. The way out of 
that has to be his really trying to understand her fears, really trying to 
understand where she’s coming from and the like.  

But it struck me, in light of what we’ve been talking about this week, and 
particularly Dan’s comment, that, “Hmm. That’s interesting.” It’s a 
believing too much that “I’m a separate person” that can create its own 
difficulty for us. 

Dr. Buczynski:  Yes. We focus a lot on differentiation, yet it’s a double-
edged thing, or it’s more nuanced, more delicate than that. More complex than that. 

Dr. Siegel:  Yes. More complex. 

 

“Believing too much 

that I’m a separate 

person that can create 

its own difficulty for us.” 
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New Research on How to Improve Empathy Skills 

Dr. Buczynski:  I want to talk to you about something that Dan Siegel talked about. He outlined the five 
aspects of empathy, and he talked about how people who blame others may be challenged in these areas. 
Can you share how you work with someone to improve in one or more of these aspects of empathy? 

Dr. McGonigal: I want to share with you a paper that was very recently published. It almost challenges in a 
way the idea that we need to train empathy as something that you do in your own head. 

This is a study – I’m sending it to you so people can take a look at it. First of all, they ran 25 experiments, 
which is great. In psychology there’s an increasing norm towards more rigorous research before you publish. 
So this is 25 experiments, not one experiment. 

They looked at whether perspective-taking could improve empathic accuracy. 

If you were asked to try to take the perspective of someone else – something we think of as a classic 
empathic skill that you can train and you can encourage yourself to do it – does it make you more accurate in 
everything from understanding other people’s facial expressions, knowing when someone is lying or telling 
the truth, predicting a spouse’s preferences and attitudes?  

They looked at a lot of different things – strangers as well as your own spouse. What they found is that, first 
of all, people thought that trying to take the perspective of somebody else would improve their accuracy. It 
did not. It increased confidence; it did not increase accuracy. Sometimes it decreased accuracy while 
increasing confidence, so now you really think you know what the other person is thinking – and you’re 
wrong.  

What they found so fascinating is it did reduce egocentric biases.  

It made you less likely to project yourself onto other people, or take your own point of view, but you were 
just making stuff up. And what you made up about the other people was not right! 

The last part of the research was what happens if you have people not perspective-take but perspective-get, 
where they actually have to ask somebody else, “Tell me what you’re thinking and feeling.” And guess what? 
Getting perspective leads to more empathic accuracy than taking perspective. 

That was the takeaway of this: that if you want to actually improve 
your empathy, you need to listen to people and ask them; be 
curious. This is not a do-it-yourself project.  

As somebody who teaches empathy and compassion, this is a really, 
really important takeaway, and extremely relevant to real 
relationships where you have an opportunity to do this.  

Be willing to assume that you don’t know; that like what you’re guessing that other people are thinking and 
feeling, to know that that is likely to be wrong. 

Dr. Siegel:  I don’t know about the rest of your relationships but I’ve generally been in relationships in which 
I’ve heard more than once, “You think you know what I’m feeling, but…” It’s useful to ask. 

“If you want to actually 

improve your empathy, you 

need to listen to people and 

ask them; be curious.”  
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Dr. McGonigal:  I’ll leave you with that phrase again because I love it so much: that he is getting perspective, 
not taking perspective. It’s an active process. 

 

How Trauma is Connected to Blaming Others 

Dr. Buczynski: When Dan Siegel worked with his clients’ parents using the Adult Attachment Interview, he 
uncovered some of their trauma experiences as a result of doing that interview. Can you talk a bit about how 
trauma is connected to blaming others? And how do you approach blaming when a client has a history of 
trauma? 

Dr. Siegel: It’s a really good framework to go into understanding blame, to assume that perhaps it’s always 
related to trauma to some degree.  

Dan’s case was really terrible trauma that both the mother and father had; he had lost a friend when he was 
19 or something, and she had found her mother hanging dead. This is “big T” trauma. But even with “small t” 
trauma, that’s often what’s going on when we’re blaming others.  

If we think of trauma as simply an imbalance in the ratio between our capacity to fully feel something in the 
moment and the intensity of the challenge, we’re all traumatized all day long by anything that causes us to 
erect psychological defenses. And it always leaves some residue.  

The residue is almost always protecting the hurt feeling that we didn’t 
fully let ourselves feel. We’re in a new, current situation; it resonates in 
some way with the past hurt, and we in some way do something to make 
sure we don’t feel the old hurt along with the new hurt. Blaming others is 
certainly one of the things that will do that.  

What I usually find myself doing is – as I suggested in my video clips this 
week – is to look for safe ways to try to make the person reconnect with 
and reintegrate some of that past traumatic experience.  

For example, I’ve mentioned before this woman who’s very, very 
sensitive to aggression, particularly from men, because she’d had a very 

abusive father. It’s very interesting; politically and socially she tends to be what we might say generally 
liberal, but she’s absolutely happy to wish for the summary execution of any man she reads about in the 
news that has done something harmful to a child or to a woman.  

It’s like, “There. No consideration. Do them in.” And what’s interesting is when she gets enraged or blaming 
herself, she feels horrible about it because she feels terribly dysregulated and also afraid she’s turning into 
her father. I mentioned this once before. 

If we can move from the blame to, “It must have been really scary to read that thing on the news. It must 
have been really scary to hear that story. What about it most scared you?”  

We’ll usually start with fear, and she can start to identify, “Yes. It reminded me 
of…” and she’s almost always got some hair-raising event that it reminded her of. 
Then under the fear becomes the hurt of it, and the hurt. “We’ll usually 

start with fear.”  

“Look for safe ways to 

try to make the person 

reconnect with and 

reintegrate some of 

that past traumatic 

experience.” 
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It’s usually a stepwise progression of we’re starting with me hearing the 
blame and thinking, “Okay, this is sort of over-the-top dualistic on her part, 
and she’s terribly caught in it.” And then moving to the fear, and then 
moving from the fear into the hurt.  

Interestingly, once she gets to the hurt, yes, she still feels this is wrong, and 
bad, and all that, but the blame really does start to temper. It’s sort of the 

same pattern that we’ve seen from many, many different angles.  

Dr. Buczynski:  We’ve talked about hurt as being most commonly underneath blame. I was just wondering if 
either of you think of fear as up there, or if it’s mostly hurt. 

Dr. Siegel:  In her case, it’s certainly fear is certainly the next level, and there’s a lot of fear. But under the 
fear is the fear that she’ll feel the hurt again, that she’ll suffer that again.  

Dr. Buczynski:  I just think of things, of times where I’m thinking, “Sometimes it is fear and an 
unacknowledged fear that that really puts – puts a blame.” 

Dr. McGonigal:  One of the ways people often try to regulate their 
emotions is to find the nearest emotion that feels better. We know 
that people choose anger over fear. That’s an easy switch for people 
to make with all of that arousal of fear, to suddenly feel more 
empowered and more powerful.  

It’s because it’s an approach motivation that has a lot of positive-
energy charge behind it. A lot of people prefer anger over fear, and blame is just an outward expression of 
anger. 

Dr. Buczynski:  It has a lot of strength behind it. 

Dr. McGonigal:  Yes. I’m not recommending this as a strategy, but when people are angry, they speak with 
their own strength. It literally shifts the frontal activation of the brain away from feeling disempowered and 
paralyzed, to activate it.  

Dr. Siegel:  And to link back to what we were talking about last week or the week before, some of the 
adverse effects of meditation practices: I remember going on a silent retreat with my wife – this was many 
years ago – and she was assigned a roommate. My wife was pregnant at the time, and the roommate was 
actually smoking at the meditation retreat. To make it even wilder, the roommate was actually an ob-gyn by 
training! 

My wife was getting angrier, and angrier, and angrier. It’s a silent retreat so you’re not talking; she’s just 
doing this in her mind (this is by her report afterwards). At some point in the retreat, she realized she was 
terrified. Terrified about the baby – in our case babies. But it took a while of just being with critical blaming 
anger before suddenly the fear underneath is what showed up.  

 

 

 

“People often try to 

regulate their emotions is 

to find the nearest 

emotion that feels better.” 

“Once you get to the 

hurt, the blame really 

does start to temper.” 
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Strategies to Help Clients Change the Way They Experience Other People 

Dr. Buczynski: Kelly, let’s talk about Ron a little bit, because he was one of the people this week.  

One of the parts of the clip we showed is him talking about Michele Weiner-Davis’s work around changing 
other people by bringing out the best in them (since we often know already how to bring out the worst in 
someone!).   

Ron was talking about using this with clients as a way out of blame. What are some other strategies you 
might share that can actually help someone change another person or perhaps change their experiences with 
that other person? 

Dr. McGonigal:  This is one maybe people are not going to cling to immediately, but it seems like if you want 
to transform a relationship and change another person’s behavior so 
that it becomes more positive within the relationship, the best way to 
do it is by expressing your gratitude to that person. This is like the 
opposite of what people feel most inclined to do. It’s the opposite of 
criticism and blame. 

I’m going to send you a couple of studies that show how this works in 
romantic relationships and in workplace relationships. But the two sort 
of really interesting things is that when you express gratitude – and it 
needs to be sincere – it changes how other people feel about 
themselves and how they feel about you. 

One of the studies shows that when people feel appreciated and they 
receive expressions of gratitude, it makes them feel valued. When they 

feel valued, it makes them more likely to engage in positive behaviors to strengthen that relationship. So, 
they’re more likely to help you; they’re more likely to invest in that relationship, specifically because they feel 
valued. Then that relationship becomes a source of personal value, a sense of being valued.  

In romantic relationships specifically, what you see is that people who are appreciated by their partner then 
become more responsive to their partner. One of the experiments even had other people watch a couple 
interact, and they objectively said, “That person is being more responsive and more supportive.” 

Again, it’s a really interesting upward spiral, and you can initiate it, even when your instinct is to criticize or 
blame. It brings out the best in the other person.  

This goes back to something we talked about previously, where I said, “Do you want the results? And do you 
have the resources to make a change? If so, take responsibility for it rather than looking backward.” I have 
personally found this to be very effective in all sorts of different relationships.  

Dr. Siegel:  Yes. It is so interesting. We’ve talked about this also from a different angle, how, in a moment of 
gratitude we’re not caught in a moment of desire, because in that moment of gratitude, we’re noticing 
what’s good. 

Outside of the interpersonal context, if we’re not in desire, well, then, we also don’t have to blame.  

Kelly, you’re talking about how it transforms the other person as well, so it works on several levels, internally 
and externally.  

“The best way to 

transform a relationship 

and change another 

person’s behavior so that 

it becomes more positive 

is by expressing your 

gratitude to that person.” 
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Dr. McGonigal:  It’s not just reward conditioning. Sometimes people think like praise makes someone feel 
good and so they will do what you praise them for. But what these studies are suggesting is that’s not what it 
is; it’s not like you’re rewarding people and therefore they’re chasing that approval again. It really changes 
the way they feel about themselves and the way they think about the relationship, which then elicits actual 
genuine positive behavior from them. 

People sometimes like think it’s like a trick. It’s not a trick. It’s just it changes the dynamic, which is what Ron 
was talking about. 

Dr. Siegel:  Yes. In many ways it moves us towards a social connection, and then all of the defensive 
apparatus starts to relax. 

Dr. Buczynski:  Yes. 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 this week?  

Please leave a comment below, and while you’re there, please also go up and read other people’s comments, 
and comment on their comments. That brings our whole community together. 

We’ll see you again next week. Take good care, everyone.  


