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Week 124, Day 4: Bonnie Goldstein, LCSW, EDM, PhD  

One Painful Emotion that Often Hides Beneath Blame  

Dr. Buczynski: In the previous video, we looked at how anger and disappointment are often linked with a 
client’s tendency to blame. 

Now today, Dr. Bonnie Goldstein is going to explore another painful emotion that’s sometimes linked with 
blame.  In fact, it’s an emotion that blame might sometimes be masking. 

Here, Bonnie will tell us what it is, as well as her strategy for working with it. 

Dr. Goldstein: When I’m working with our younger clients around issues of taking responsibility, so often 
their way of being in the world is to blame others and to accuse and 
say, “Not me.” Somewhere between obfuscating and full-on lying, 
they will do anything to not have to feel the shame, frustration, or 
the consequences - for some kids – of being responsible for 
altercations, problems, or challenges. 

Always looking at the family system, I invite children and adolescents 
to have the important people involved in a situation join us in the 
office whether it’s the parents - and so often it’s the family system - 
where that building a foundation of avoiding taking responsibility 
started when they were young. Because the consequences of doing 

something wrong were often severe or felt severe, for some of our younger kids, the feeling inside of shame 
when they are caught doing something wrong is so strong that it quickly gets converted over: “Not my fault – 
it’s your fault. You’re the one who did it.”  

Sometimes they might not remember – and of course every mind has a different memory – but they 
remember very differently. Sometimes it’s quite self-serving to remember a scene or scenario differently. It’s 
advantageous to work in a unit: to work with parents and child - with parents and adolescents - to be able to 
look at a system. That way you can work in the present moment and capitalize on those present-moment 
experiences.  

When I invite parents to join a child in a session, the very issues we might have wanted to address that have 
happened in the past come up in the present moment. If someone is being/feeling accused or blamed, I’ll see 
their body get rigid, or turn, or, “That’s it. I’m out of here!” – the anger, shame. I might say, “Hold on a 
second. I want to hear more about the story/the situation you’re describing from the past, but can we look at 
what’s happening right now in the present moment, as we’re going here.” And I might notice some things I’m 
observing.  

So often with our children or adolescents they have a sibling who has experienced consequences after 
something similar; so they may have written a story for themselves where “If I say or acknowledge that I did 
something – that I cheated on a test, that I stole the money, that I shoplifted,” because of the peer pressure, 
“the consequences are too great, so I’m going to avoid admitting it was me.” Sometimes they truly didn’t do 
something, but because so often in the past they have done these things, the parents will say, “Well, I don’t 
know what to believe because you said you didn’t, and you did. You said you didn’t, and you did.” 

“They will do anything to 

not have to feel the shame, 

frustration, or the 

consequences of being 

responsible for altercations, 

problems, or challenges.” 
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I’m thinking now of a ninth-grader whose girth/body build was such that when on the playground another 
child who might be a friend got into a verbal conflict this boy would get right in the middle of that conflict 
and say, “Don’t you pick on her!” He saw himself as a protector of sorts; it allowed for a sense of having a 
family or – he used the word posse – his posse, and he wouldn’t let anything happen to any of his posse.  

But what ended up happening is he was constantly in the principal’s office and consistently blamed. The 
parents would say, “We have you now on video where you’re the one who got in the way,” and the boy 
would say, “But you didn’t hear what happened. You didn’t see what happened.” But the school videos 
captured instead that he gets in the middle. 

Somewhere between right or wrong – like that poem by Rumi, 
“There’s that field; I’ll meet you there” – that’s where the truth 
was. We want to get beneath the story, beneath that right or 
wrong, to the understanding that there are many truths.  

And the blaming – I might turn and say, “How’s that working for 
you?” And again, I might say with a glimmer of laughter, “How is 
that working for you, this defending others and taking care of your group? Not so well, huh, it sounds like. 
What can we do different?”  

By asking that question, I’m inviting in collaboration. Instead of saying, “Here’s what you should do,” I’m 
asking for a response. I’m inviting, in our working with what’s happening 
inside his body, why he feels he needs to be the protector. Was there a 
memory in childhood where he needed to do that? Is there a community 
message of “I’ll belong as long as I stand up for my friends”? Is there a 
sense that “If I don’t stand up, people won’t think I’m enough of a man.” 

in this case it was a teenage boy who wanted to prove to the world that he’s a man. That message and that 
meaning was getting him into trouble.  

Then the denial came from knowing that if he admits he was afraid he’d be kicked out or expelled. So 
instead, even when there was proof whatever that proof might be - from eyewitnesses to video cameras at 
his school that was equipped with videos – he would still deny it. Because the shame of being able to 
acknowledge that he had done something wrong was so powerful.  

Then that’s a new opening. I might say, “Can we work with that shame, or that sense, or that memory that ‘If 
I admit I’m wrong, then it’s hopeless’ or, ‘If I admit I’m wrong,’ that concomitant feeling that ‘I will be 
annihilated, or I will be bullied, or I will be punished,’ or, ‘It’s hopeless – I’m going to be expelled anyway. 
Why should I? If I’m going to be expelled anyway, why should I bother telling the truth?’”  

We’d find the meaning of truth-telling and the resource ….or that purpose of avoiding. It’s always done 
collaboratively. Often it’s done by not telling the story over, but rather in the present moment - in that here-
and-now moment-  looking at what’s happening between our clients and the parents, or with the school -so 
that we can notice how the body supports the sense of: “It’s not my fault!” We can look at the character in 
the sense of putting up the hands and saying, “It’s not me.”  

We can find a new way of being in our body as we start to take some responsibility for some of the things 
that are co-created, and even say, “If there were a tiny part of this, maybe just a small fingernail’s worth that 
was your responsibility, what might that be?” They might be able to say, “Well, all right, I did show up and 
get in the way.” And we say, “Just stay with that – and when you say that, what happens inside?”  

“We want to get beneath the 

story to the understanding 

that there are many truths.” 

“I’m asking for a 

response. I’m inviting.” 



 

 

Next Level Practitioner - Changing Other People                    Week 124, Day 4 - Bonnie Goldstein, LCSW, EDM, PhD - Transcript - pg. 4 

When they admit to a tiny part of something they are feeling blamed for - 
even a little bit of that might be associated with a concomitant string of 
challenge - their heart may be beating. We can capitalize on that and say, 
“Put your hands on your heart and just notice what it’s like to say, ‘Some 
of this may have been me. Not all of it, but some of it.’”  

I might use myself; I might go join with him and sit right next to him and 
say, “We, the two of us, recognize some of this was our responsibility and 
we’re going to unpack this.” And just by my joining with them, I’m able to help them have a sense that 
they’re not alone. It’s a very physical sense because I really come and sit by them, looking at whoever – 
parents or school – is saying “You’ve done something wrong,” and invite us to find a space with which they 
do it right.  

Dr. Buczynski: As Bonnie pointed out, by noticing how the body holds shame and joining the client in that 
feeling, we can help them become a little more comfortable with starting to take responsibility, instead of 
defaulting into blame. 

Now tomorrow’s Friday which means it’s time for our critical insight sessions. I’ll be joined by doctors Ron 
Siegel and Kelly McGonigal and we’ll deconstruct some of the speaker’s ideas from this week. 

But right now, I’d like to hear what you think. How can you use these ideas in your practice with your clients? 
Please let me know in a comment below, and I’ll see you tomorrow. 

“Just by my joining with 

them, I’m able to help 

them have a sense that 

they’re not alone.” 


