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Week 124, Day 1: Lynn Lyons, LICSW 

Uniting the Family Against Patterns of Blame  

Dr. Buczynski: How can we help clients break a pattern of blame that’s affecting their whole family? I’m 
talking about when one family member in particular believes that if the others would just “fall in line,” 
everything would run smoothly. 

Well, according to Lynn Lyons, there are two common conditions that often fuel this type of blaming 
mentality.  Here, she’ll tell us what they are, and she’ll share the strategy she uses to help unite the family 
and disrupt the cycle of blame.   

Ms. Lyons:  Wouldn’t it be nice, really, if all of our problems were just 
based on other people behaving better?  

This is a common thing that comes up. It’s really common actually in 
people that are perfectionistic. It’s very common in people who have 
obsessive-compulsive disorder but don’t really know that they have 
obsessive-compulsive disorder.  

The most consistent blamers, or the most consistent what I call “yes… but’ers” that come into my practice, 
are the anxious parents or the parents with OCD. Some haven’t really been treated or diagnosed and don’t 
really have a good understanding of what’s going on inside of them. They firmly believe that “If everyone 
would just do what I said, then life would be a lot easier. If everyone would just cooperate.” 

I had one father famously tell me, “What’s wrong with a neat and tidy house?” and “If my kids would just 
cooperate with that….” This is a tricky one because people sort of fall into two categories when you’re 
dealing with this controlling, perfectionistic “Just follow my rules.”  

The way I conceptualize anxiety/OCD is that there is a “cult leader” living in the family. The cult leader makes 
the rules and, “If everybody would just follow the rules, then things 
would be fine.”  

There are two categories when I’m dealing with this.  

One is, a parent who comes in with a child who’s struggling. It doesn’t 
take long for me to start talking about the tree and the apple. I do it in a 
joking way and the lights go on. They as a family begin to recognize 
there’s been a lot of focus on what other people need to do. It’s really 
been this anxiety or OCD that is trying to be in control of the family because it makes everybody feel better – 
or it makes the parent feel better.  

A family comes in, for example, and the child has OCD or they believe the child has OCD. Somebody has said, 
“Your kid has OCD. Go see Lynn Lyons.” The family comes in and it becomes apparent, particularly with 
younger kids, that one of the parents has OCD as well.  

I do that psychoeducational piece. I start talking about OCD in the third person and how it operates.  
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[I talk about] the fact that Dad has been an ogre about keeping the house perfect or that Mom loses it when 
things don’t go like they need to go. [I talk about how] there’s a lot of rules about where things are put or 
strange rituals that have to be abided by and that everybody feels like they’re living under the tyranny of this 
parent.  

We pull it out and start talking about the OCD, the anxiety, the rigidity, and the cult leader. I want the family 
to join together against the cult leader rather than have them join together against the parent. Once I start 
talking about that and we can put it out here, then an enormous amount of progress can be made and the 

blaming stops. 

This is the way I communicate this to the parents: The dad says, “What’s 
wrong with a neat and tidy house?” Or, as a dad said to me recently - an 
overprotective, really demanding father who’s very anxious and terrified 
his kids were going to get hurt – “So, you’re telling me I should just give 
my kids power tools - just give them a chainsaw?” The kids were like 
seven and nine.  

I say, “No, no, no, no. Here’s what I’m saying: there is a part of you and I 
think there’s a part of your son too - because that’s why you came in - that is making rules you feel like you 
have to follow, and it’s very demanding. Everybody in the family is trying to follow these rules. When 
somebody breaks the rules you see them as the problem because there’s a part of you that cannot tolerate 
when things don’t go the way they need to go.” 

“So, understandably, say you have a rule that the sheets have to be perfect or there can’t be any glasses on 
the sink, or nobody can be a minute late for anything. I can definitely understand how you would think ‘If 
everyone would just cooperate, then we wouldn’t have these problems.’ But what I’m saying to you is this is 
a pattern, and I bet one of your parents had it too if you think back.”  

I might say to the kids, “Grandma or Grandpa – sounds familiar, right?” Everyone nods, “Uh-huh.” “You’ve 
been living with this pattern for a really long time. You’ve been taught and you’ve been shown, and this 
pattern has been modeled to you. “What I want to do now is let’s take that part and put it out here so we can 
all have a look at it. You can begin to understand it, your kids can begin to understand it, and your son - who 
has the same part- can begin to understand that for himself too.”  

“Let’s work on figuring out how we can be united in understanding and reacting differently to that part. I 
want to free you from the tyranny of that part too. Your kids would come in and say ‘We need to be free 
from the tyranny of Dad’s perfectionism’ – and I think really you need to be freed from the tyranny of it too. 
Let’s just put it over there and let’s all work together to have a different reaction to that.” 

It doesn’t take too long, actually. You put it that way and now maybe the spouse feels a bit more empathic. 
We’re talking about this thing that’s been ruling the family, and everybody agrees with that. I say, “Does 
anybody have a story about another relative?” you know, “Oh, gosh – Grandpa, the family picnic.” Suddenly 
they’re united against this thing that’s been ruling their family and the blaming stops. So that tends to work 
pretty well. 

Dr. Buczynski: When we help clients begin to look more objectively at blame, their family dynamic can start 
to shift away from fault-finding and into more empathy and unity.  

Now tomorrow we’ll look at one common mishap practitioners sometimes face in working with clients who 
are intent on getting others to change. And you’ll get Dr. Rick Hanson’s workaround for it.  
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But right now, I’d like to hear what you think. How will you use what you just heard with your clients? Please 
leave a comment below, and I’ll see you tomorrow. 


