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Week 125, Day 4: Ron Siegel, PsyD 

4 Steps for Working with Blame That’s Rooted in Past Experiences  

Dr. Buczynski: Sometimes a client’s tendency to blame can be rooted in past experiences. 

So how can we help clients shift away from blaming others, even when fault-finding has become something 
of a habit for them?  

Well, Dr. Ron Siegel uses a 4-step process to gently guide his clients out of a blame mindset. 

Dr. Siegel: I was working with a fellow in his fifties. As a child and for much of his life he had been a bit of a 
“ne’er do well.” He didn’t do well in school as a kid, had a lot of conflicts at home with his parents, and 
actually ended up leaving home as a relatively young teenager. After that, he was involved in all sorts of 
niches. He barely finished high school, he never went on to college, and he’d be involved in activities let’s say 
at the margins of legality; nothing horrible but certainly not the kind of upstanding career most parents 
would like their children to have. 

As I got to know him more I realized, “There are good reasons for all of this.” His father was actually quite 
physically abusive, his mother pretty much just covered for him about this, and when he went off to live by 
himself as a teenager there wasn’t a lot of concern or care coming from his family.  

This led to a constellation as an adult where he’s very often angry. He gets enraged at his wife, he’d get 
enraged at coworkers, he’d get enraged at employees, and certainly enraged at all of the members of his 
family of origin whom he felt so abandoned and mistreated by. He could spend an entire session ranting 
about these things, and I would sit there feeling like I could hardly get a word in edgewise. When I did, he 
wasn’t really that interested in what I had to say. But he would come back, so we would continue. 

Luckily we had a concrete presenting problem: he had a whole host of stress-related medical disorders that 
didn’t have medical solutions that were quite vexing to him. He wanted help with those so that even though 
he saw things as other people’s fault, he recognized he had to do something about his own stress reactions if 
he was going to work with these psychophysiological disorders. 

How did I understand what we were going to do? I realized the first thing was trying to develop an alliance 
with him so he could at least see me as trustworthy and basically a good guy. I saw what happened when 
people got on his bad side and that wasn’t going to work very well.  

Whenever he would talk about things, I would do a lot of Rogerian reflection with him, like, “It sounds like 
that guy really let you down. It sounds like you really felt your wife was 
siding with her family again and wasn’t listening to you,” - a lot of very 
kind of concrete, simple reflections back of his experience.  

I would practice absorbing the rage because my impulse was, “Let’s 
calm down here.” It reminded me of something I once heard Stan 
Tatkin the couple’s therapist say, which was, “Sometimes somebody 
will come in and they’ve just got so much vitriol, you just have to let it 

play out. If you try to block it and modulate it too early on, it’s not going to work.” I had a sense here that 

“The first thing was trying 

to develop an alliance 

with him so he could see 

me as trustworthy.” 
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was what was necessary, so I would let it play out. 

Secondly, because I knew he was interested in this, I started 
looking for ways to help him with psychophysiological 
regulation. This was not a guy who was going to sit down and 
meditate, but he might be a guy who’d go out and exercise. He 
might be a guy who would take a walk in the woods when he 
was blowing his top and this kind of thing. We started talking very concretely about ways to help him 
regulate. This was also partly to help him with his problem, but also partly to help him feel like I was on his 
side. I want to help him with his problem and I was willing to be there with him.  

The third phase of this was helping him move toward his pain. This is where it’s hard to get the right language 
to help him identify what hurt underneath. For example, when an employee of his who he had tried to help 
would do something dishonest or in some way was deceptive with him, I say, “You know, I can imagine how 
painful that would have been because you’ve tried so hard to be a good guy to him. You’ve tried so hard to 
bring him along.” There’s that kind of first level of it, and he could resonate to that. 

A next level, a bit deeper to that, is something like, “I can imagine how painful that would be, particularly 
given how mistreated you felt when you were little – how much it felt like your dad would attack you 
gratuitously. You would try to be good and he would just be incredibly mean.” Move toward that and see if 
he would resonate toward that. Often he would resonate toward that.  

I would say that the greatest shifts would happen when we could go through the various levels starting at 
externalizing: “What a jerk that person was,” to, “I can see how that would hurt you given what a good guy 
you’ve tried to be,” to, “Wow, that must have resonated with this very deep vulnerability.” When he could 
get to the point of saying, “Yes, I feel/yes, that’s true,” it would be very interesting; he could really shift from 
the focus on hating this other guy, toward, “What am I going to do with this?”  

Then I would tend to move toward, “What are the things you need now, as an adult? You didn’t get the care 
back then. You didn’t get it. What do you need now and how might you build that into your life – whether it’s 
having your loyalty reciprocated or getting it from other relationships or the like?”  

Then finally we would move into – and we could do this sometimes when he was really frustrated with 
somebody – trying to actually understand a bit of why the other person was stuck in what they were stuck in.  

For example, he would get very frustrated with his wife who was always torn between loyalty to her family of 
origin and to him. Because he’s a volatile guy you can imagine some schisms opened up there that were quite 
difficult, and she was quite torn. Try to move toward, “Do you even think it would be possible for her to make 
that kind of break with her family, or is that beyond what her abilities are at this point – even if you’re right 
about this?”  

This is the, “It’s frustrating to teach a dog algebra” problem: when we’re trying to change somebody in a 
direction that is simply not part of their makeup or their capacities, for whatever reasons, we’re just going to 
hit our heads against the wall. He was eventually able, on increasing occasions, to see that.  

I don't want to make it seem like this is instant or this 
changes. When things are characterological like this, and 
when this is a habit, it tends to be a pretty deeply held habit. 
At this point he’s able to regulate more quickly – not do the 
tirade for the whole session. He’s better able to identify his 

“I started looking for ways to 

help him with 

psychophysiological regulation.” 
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own pain, and when he does that his arousal state certainly shifts a lot. He’s better able to talk with, rather 
than yell at, people like his wife, employees, and the like. But it really is a long row to hoe; when this has 
been a lifelong pattern, it doesn’t just go away with some therapy sessions.  

Dr. Buczynski: So using Ron’s 4-step process we can gradually help a blame-prone client start to shift their 
focus off of other people and more onto themselves.  

Now tomorrow’s Friday, which means it’s time for the Critical Insights session. So tomorrow, I’ll be joined by 
Doctors Ron Siegel and Kelly McGonigal and we’ll deconstruct many of the experts’ ideas from the week—
and look at ways to apply them to your practice. 

But right now, I’d like to hear your thoughts. How can you use what you just heard with your clients? 

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


