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Dr. Buczynski:  Hello everyone. We’re back. This is the part of the week where we’re going to focus on clinical 
application: how you can use the ideas from this week, and some more ideas that we’re going to get to 
today, in this program – how you can use them all in your work with your patients.  

I’m joined, as I always am, by my two good buddies, Drs. Joan Borysenko and Rick Hanson. We’re going to 
jump right in and start by talking about what stood out to you this week. We’ll start with you, Rick, and then 
we’ll go to you, Joan. 

 

How to Help Clients Work Through Their Blaming Tendencies 

Dr. Hanson:  What stood out for me was, first, all the wonderful material this week, and in a sense the 
unstated shadow of it, or the contrast to it, which is that it’s also really 
important to name it when others are actually mistreating us, and to 
include inside ourselves, minimally, the right to name that to ourselves 
– which is often denied, oppressed, shamed when we’re young. 

You see it scaled up in countries where tyrants basically try to make 
people not think that bad things are actually happening. It’s important 
to claim for ourselves that we really do recognize the way it is, even if it’s not safe to say it, even if we have 
to put on a mask of agreeability just to get through our childhood, or our job, or what have you. 

The other thing is the importance of being able to name it to others – second parties, allies hopefully – and 
then eventually, as appropriate, name it to the person who’s mistreating you. It’s very important to name 
and acknowledge, and then sort out, “Okay. How can we look at ourselves?”  

Much as we think it’s important to be able to name at the political level forms of mistreatment to others or 
to ourselves, it’s odd sometimes that in the therapy environment it’s seen as sort of wrong to blame others 
or to want others to change. It’s perfectly appropriate for others to change; they want us to change 
sometimes – often we will help things go better if we do change ourselves.  

Simply being empathic or asking someone to be empathic involves a 
change process. It’s not that it’s bad – and I worry a little bit about 
what might be called a therapeutic bypass, to scoot past the difficult, 
challenging experiences and the need to claim power for oneself, to 
speak truth to power – to talk about how others are mistreating us. 

I just want to kind of name that part, even as we focus on this part, 
because actually naming that part helps us really then burrow into this part in a very useful way, because 
we’ve named what people know. 

Dr. Buczynski:  Thanks. How about you, Joan? What stood out to you? 

“It’s really important to 

name it when others are 

actually mistreating us.” 
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Dr. Borysenko:  First of all, thank you, Rick; it’s very important. I like that word, therapeutic bypass – it’s not 
all compassion; sometimes something’s actually happening – and we have to be able to look at that, 
absolutely.  

That said, what really stood out to me, first of all, my gosh, just the brain science was so fantastic. This was 
the most amazing, rich week in every way – like understanding how all these processes work.  

Whoever is watching this, you have a treasure this week. I hope you will keep looking at it, and really, I hope 
that you’ll get the transcripts, because this is really worth having, just for this week itself. 

What really stood out for me, having said all of that, is the idea of enabling the good in another person. 
When I think about what intimate connection is ideally, it’s helping each other to recognize we’re not (to use 
an old metaphor) “that bank of clouds that hides the sun.” We have a deeper identity: the sun itself. 

What is it to enable that potential – someone who was talking about that a lot was Steve Porges – to really 
help people actualize what’s in there. It’s a wonderful, wonderful journey, and he described it very well 
because we’re all on that same journey. That’s the adventure of life.  

 

How Empathy Invites Strength  

Dr. Buczynski: Dan Siegel outlined the five aspects of empathy. He’s formulated a way of thinking about 
empathy as into five aspects, and he talked about people who blame others as being challenged in one of 
those areas. Can you share how you work with someone to improve on one or more of these aspects of 
empathy? 

Dr. Hanson:  Yes. As a frame, I find it’s really helpful for people to acknowledge that you can do two things at 
once.  

On the one hand, you can recognize what that other person is doing fairly objectively; you can see it and you 
can have your rights about your own values in which you might think/in reference to what you might think, 
“It sounds so good, what that other person is doing,” or, “The impact on me of that other person is this or 
that.” 

I find, interestingly, acknowledging that part as a kind of jujitsu then opens a space in which a person can be 
empathic for another person, including emphasizing the point that empathy is not approval, empathy is not 
agreement, empathy does not mean waiving your rights; empathy is not 
being a doormat. It actually makes you stronger. It actually makes you 
more able to assert yourself appropriately and effectively when that times 
comes – kind of clearing that out. 

Then, how to do it. Dan of course talked about wonderful, different 
aspects of empathy. I’ll speak about just one of them, which is empathy 
for the feelings of others, emotions for others, where we kind of resonate sympathetically with them. 

What’s interesting is that the same sort of process occurs that happens in the so-called mirror-network-like 
systems or mirror neurons, in which we draw upon the same neural machinery, in part, for tuning in to the 
feelings of others that we use to tune into our own feelings. It’s a very efficient way that Mother Nature 
conserves function. 

“Empathy is not being 

a doormat. It actually 

makes you stronger.” 
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Through repeatedly tuning in to our own deeper feelings, especially the physical somatic basis for them in the 
interoceptive basis, for what it feels like to be us or how something has landed on us, we then become 
trained in – and we strengthen, literally – the neural network setup.  

We build measurable structure in parts of the brain, notably the insula, 
kind of in the middle center of the cortex, that we then draw upon to 
tune more effectively into the feelings of other people. 

I’ll explain that to people, actually: that simply by being aware of 
internal sensations like the movements of your joints (even as you 
practice putting!), let alone tune in to the internal sensations of 
breathing, that just doing that, becoming more aware of your body, 
kind of from the inside out and the bottom up, will help you naturally 
be more able to tune in to other people. 

And it contains the bonus benefit that as you repeatedly tune in to your own body, you build up this sense of 
the ongoing livingness of the self, the “going on being,” as Donald Winnicott talked about, that’s so important 
to track.  

As you go on being yourself, you can then open to the emotions of others without feeling so flooded by them 
and so overwhelmed by them. You’re like a deeply rooted tree through which their feelings flow. Maybe 
some leaves get blown away, but you’re still standing there after the storm has passed. 

 

How to Equip Clients with Tools to Choose Their Own Experience 

Dr. Buczynski: Stephen Porges talked about the practitioner’s role in helping the client, and he cautioned that 
practitioners should be careful to not fall into wanting to change their client; instead we should see ourselves 
as supporters or as positive enablers. 

How do you approach working with clients? How do you work with them and with their problems without 
becoming “the person who wants to change them”? 

Dr. Borysenko:  In the case of what I do, it’s all about giving people tools. I started this work back in, oh, 
1980/1981, working with clients, with the idea, “I’m not your healer. I’m not doing anything to heal you or 
change you. I’m giving you a box of tools from which you can choose, depending on who you are and what 
your life circumstances are, and you are going to use those tools to produce whatever change you’re hoping 
for yourself.” 

Of course, because I was running group programs, that was really wonderful because you would see different 
people were going to choose different tools. At the end of ten weeks, I don't think there were any two 
people that were using the same things. People shared what worked best for them. 

Now, in a workshop setting, that’s the same approach I use. People come to a workshop for the same reason 
they come to therapy: they want to learn something; they want to heal something – and that’s a great sign, 
that they’re there. 

The tools that I use are very commonly used tools these days. Thirty years ago they weren’t so common, but 
certainly the body awareness; certainly yoga, meditation, mindfulness – all of those kinds of tools.  

“Simple being aware of 

internal sensations like 

the movements of your 

joints helps you naturally 

be more able to tune in to 

other people.” 
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If you just say, “This is it. Here’s a selection of things,” I find, 
Rick, too, a little science goes a long way. When people say, 
“Oh, my goodness. I can reduce my inflammation. I can 
lengthen my telomeres. I can learn to manage my emotions – 
there’s data,” that’s a very, very helpful thing for people. 

Just as we saw there was a huge amount of science this week, 
we all have our favorite bits of research, bits of science that 
we’ve made our own, that we can offer to other people, that 
they use for their own healing. We’re not the healer. We’re not the change agent. We’re a safe space full of 
tools that really do positively enable people to choose what works for them.  

 

How to Help Clients Balance Compassion and Assertiveness 

Dr. Buczynski: Ron Siegel talked about Michele Weiner-Davis’s work around changing other people by 
bringing out the best in them. Her point is we already know how to bring out the worst in them.  

Ron talked about using this with clients as a way out of blame. What other strategies could you share that 
actually help someone, that perhaps help someone change their experiences with another person? 

Dr. Hanson:  I thought that was such a wonderful example of, “See; you have the power to bring out the 
worst, and you have the power to bring out the best.”  

I started thinking about, in addition to that wonderfulness, how it would apply to oneself.  

We typically do know how to bring out the worst in ourself, when we’re sort of brooding about things, or we 
have too many drinks, or something. We know how to bring out the worst in ourselves – which means also 
that clients have the power, and we have the power in general, to bring out the best in ourselves too. That 
was an interesting extension of that.  

This territory is one that has interested me enormously – like a lot of other people. It’s so important.  

It sometimes shows up around having a family, where the stakes become really high and you can no longer 
agree to disagree, or you really have to make a choice about whether you have candy or not, whether you 
spank or you don’t, what the bedtime actually is. You actually have to come together here. 

How do we do that?  

One of the things that’s been very useful for me to reflect on is 
the intersection of two things. I call it the strong heart.  

The intersection both of, let’s say, the heart side – compassion, 
empathy, kindness, commitment to others. Also, assertiveness, 

being firm, having gravity, having dignity, having self-respect, feeling healthy entitlement. 

It’s really straightforward to do either on its own: to be warm and fuzzy, or firm and clear. But how to do 
both; how to bring those together. It’s really interesting territory. It’s very rich and juicy for people. 

“We’re not the healer. We’re not 

the change agent. We’re a safe 

space full of tools that really do 

positively enable people to 

choose what works for them.”  

“The strong heart is the 

intersection of both compassion 

and assertiveness.” 
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I’ve seen two things that are really central to it, kind of to focus on behaviorally and operationally. One is the 
capacity to make a clear and vulnerable request, to recognize that you can’t make demands on other people 
usually, in adult relationships. They are going to do what they do. You can’t make them.  

But you certainly can offer a clear request so they know what it would look like if you got what you’re asking 
for – and you know that they know what you’ve actually said. 

It comes from a vulnerable place. It’s not full of topspin and blame. It’s a clean request – and we know what 
those are basically like. There’s a little variation in cultures on what’s a clean request/what’s a request with a 
lot of topspin. People don’t have to say it perfectly for it still to be clear at the heart of it. A clear and 
vulnerable request. 

Very often, there is no request; it’s not vulnerable and it’s not clear. So those give us three opportunities to 
help things be better. 

Then the other thing that I’ve seen, that is very practical and really helps, is to ask this question – internally if 
not out loud: “What can I give you so that you’ll give me what I’m asking for here?”  

Not in a tight, quid pro quo, “Let’s make a deal,” but more realistically – causes and conditions: “What are 
the causes and conditions that would encourage or support or enable you to give to me what I’m asking for, 
that I can look at here?” 

That question puts the responsibility on the person who has an issue, or a grievance, or a need: “Okay. How 
could I be more active? How could I make it as possible for you as possible to give me what I’m asking for?” 
then it becomes a much clearer test. 

Very often that’s what’s happening in a couple: they’re trying to decide, “Should I stay? Should I go? What 
kind of relationship is this?” There’s a place for a really clear test or a series of tests, and we come to really 
see what you’re dealing with – which could surprise you happily or unhappily.  

But either way, there’s a lot more clarity now when your requests are clear and vulnerable, and you really 
have done everything reasonable to enable that other person to give you what you need. 

 

What the Body Can Tell You About A Client’s Inner Experience 

Dr. Buczynski: Ron Siegel talked about keeping a client’s underlying pain in mind during a session, so he 
listens for what hurts as they talk. He finds it more effective than challenging the way that they externalize 
the problem. What do you listen for beneath the person’s words, to gain insight into why they’re blaming 
others? 

Dr. Borysenko: First of all, what are they doing with their body as they’re talking? There’s that whole line of 
whoever the “love guy” used to be on public television, who always said, repetitively, “If you’re so happy, 
why don’t you tell your face about it?” 

Oftentimes, people, they’re off in their minds, but underneath, what’s going on is very, very different – it 
clearly shows up in gestures, in voice tone, in breathing, in the general look on the face. I’m trying to look at 
the whole person.  
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Certainly I’m interested in content. But often the real stuff 
underneath has nothing to do with the content; it’s the emotional 
aspect: “What’s going on? Where is the pain? Where is the hurt?” 
that helps to identify “What is the need?” 

We have to be really good observers, and that’s a very important 
thing for any therapist: to not just be hooked in to the words, but to 
be really curious and observant of the whole picture. 

Dr. Buczynski:  Thanks, Joan. That’s it for us for this week.  

Now we’d like to hear from you: how are you going to use these ideas, and any of the ideas that you heard 
this week – how are you going to use them in your work with your patients? 

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

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

“That’s a very important 

thing for any therapist: to 

not just be hooked in to the 

words, but to be really 

curious and observant of 

the whole picture.” 


