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Week 125, Day 1: Sue Johnson, EdD 

How to Skillfully Bring Awareness to a Client’s Vulnerabilities  

Dr. Buczynski: When a client believes with absolute certainty that it’s their partner’s behavior that’s the 
problem, how can we help them shift their perspective? 

Well, Dr. Sue Johnson had a client who was intent on blaming her relationship problems solely on her 
husband’s “anger issues.”  

Here’s how Sue worked with her client to help her begin to see her role in the situation. 

Dr. Johnson:  This is the most human problem of all. I always say to my 
clients, “Our eyeballs face out, you know?” The most human thing, of 
course, if there’s a difficulty; all that really needs to happen is for the other 
person to change their behavior! It’s just such a natural way to think. Of 
course, some of us get more stuck in it than others but it’s just natural.  

My sense is usually there’s a kind of unawareness, for a start… You’re focusing on the other, not yourself. But 
some folks - usually more flexible folks who are open to looking at themselves - don’t hang out there very 
long. They can move from, “Yes, I guess I did talk to you in an angry voice.” People can flit back.  

[For] the folks who have a hard time with that - I think it’s usually a fear level and defensiveness there: “You 
should be different because otherwise maybe there’s something wrong with me.”  

It’s interesting… partners in couples therapy will say, “If you were just more open, and more this, and more 
that…” I’m thinking of one of the most extreme couples I had with this.  

The lady said, “You have an anger problem, and if you were not angry and demanding we would have no 
issue here. I’m perfectly fine in this relationship.”  

Her husband had a very hard time talking about his emotions. I actually said to her at one point, because she 
would just dismiss everything he said, “No, you have an anger problem,” which is labeling and blaming. It’s a 
real rigid way of dancing with somebody. It doesn’t give them any space to move. Of course, what happens 
then is they get angrier and angrier and then you say, “There you are – like I said, you have an anger 
problem.” 

We don’t see the impact we’re having on the other person. We don’t own what we’re doing in the dance. I 
said to her, “You don’t actually see his anger as having anything to do with you, do you?”  

She said, “No – he has an anger problem.” Then I’m going to make it harder for her and I’m going to say, “If 
you look at this pattern, we help people see the dance they’re caught in. When does he get angry? What’s 
happening when he gets angry? He gets angry when he comes home at night and you say to him, ‘Good. I’m 
so glad you’re home – you’re a little bit late – because I’m going out with Mary and the girls. I’ll see you later. 
I’ll be home at 12:00, but don’t wait up.”  

She says, “Yes? If he’s an adult person, he should be able to deal with that. There’s nothing wrong with that.” 
I said, “I understand, but what I’m hearing is this happens a lot. This happens a lot in this relationship, on lots 
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of different levels. What your partner is saying to you is, ‘I can’t find you anywhere…’” I’ll distil the message 
and make it poignant and evocative: “‘I can’t find you anywhere. I’m all alone in this relationship. I don’t feel 
important to you. I can’t find you anywhere,’ and then he gets angry. But you don’t see his anger as having 
anything to do with you.”  

That’s about as confrontative as you get in EFT, because we’re very collaborative. 

She struggles with it and goes into “should.” I mean “should” is such a useful word, isn’t it?  

She goes, “Well, he should – he should be independent.” This guy’s a pretty independent guy; he just wants 
some connection as well – right? “He should be independent. He should be… He should be…”  

Where she doesn’t want to go is, she doesn’t want to talk about – basically closeness freaks her out. 
Depending on someone, or closeness, freaks her out. She’s an artist and spends all day painting in her studio. 
She wants to be alone. Then she arranges her social life for the evenings when he’s home. She does physical 
activity on the weekends with her friends and she just doesn’t understand why her partner should be angry 
at her. 

It’s tricky. One of the things we do with that is we help people understand the impact they have on each 
other. We help people look at the way they interact and the patterns of interaction. We help her understand 
that she triggers his rage. Of course, he should be able to deal with it better – we’re not taking responsibility 
away from him. We help people get how they trigger each other and then how they constantly trigger each 
other; they make it hard to shift out of that emotion. 

When he says to her, “I feel lonely in the evenings,” she doesn’t turn around and say, “I don’t want you to 
feel lonely.” She basically says, “Well, really that’s your problem. You shouldn’t depend on me. You should 
find ways to amuse yourself in the evenings. I’m not responsible for your entertainment.”  

She has lots of rigid boundaries there. What we assume is, the more you need to protect yourself the more 
fragile you are underneath. Indeed, when you go in and actually start to really work with this lady… we can 
get pretty deep even in couples therapy because people are very triggered by each other.  

When you go in and start to work with this lady, you hear that relationships have been completely unsafe for 
her all her life. She has retreated to this position of not needing people and determinedly not needing 
people. Even the friends she sees - she sees different friends all the time - she doesn’t have one friend. We 
start to talk about how incredibly dangerous people are for her. 

Her need to blame him comes of her own way of dealing with her emotions - of fear of other people. But in 
couples therapy, a rigid, blaming stance is a real problem. It’s one of the places couples therapists get stuck; 
it’s a real problem. In highly escalated couples, that’s one of the 
things that’s usually going on: somebody gets really stuck in a 
blaming stance.  

Dr. Buczynski: When we help bring awareness to a client’s 
vulnerabilities, it can give them a better understanding of what’s 
often driving their tendency to blame.  

Now tomorrow, we’re going to look at how we can avoid sparking a client’s defensiveness, especially when 
they begin considering how their own behavior might be contributing to their problem. 

“Her need to blame him 

comes of her own way of 

dealing with her emotions.” 
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But right now, I’d like to hear from you. How will you use what you just heard with your clients? 

Please leave a comment below, and I’ll see you tomorrow. 


