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Week 125, Day 5: Ron Siegel, PsyD and Kelly McGonigal, PhD  

Critical Insights 

Dr. Buczynski:  Hello everyone. We’re back. This is the part of the week where we’re going to conceptualize 
all the ideas that we’ve had so far this week and chew on them a bit. 

I’m joined, as I always am, by my two good buddies, Drs. Ron Siegel and Kelly McGonigal. Guys, let’s jump 
right in and start with what stood out to you this week. How about if we start with you, Ron, and then we’ll 
go to you, Kelly. 

 

The Importance of Validating Clients Without Reinforcing Blame 

Dr. Siegel:  There were lots of great perspectives this week, and one particularly struck me; it seemed a little 
novel to me. Shelly brought up the question of “What might we actually like about the behavior that we’re 
blaming the other person for?”  

She points out, “After all, we did choose to be with this other person, and that’s probably true whether it’s a 
romantic relationship, a life partnership, or even a business relationship. We probably sense this quality in 
the other at the time that we chose to be with them – and might we have been attracted to this quality in 
some way even though now it’s vexing us?” 

It made me think of a clinical case:  I have a patient at the moment who is in a fair amount of pain because 
she’s about to have a baby. Her partner, who is quite committed to her, is pretty distant emotionally during 
this time, and she’s feeling a lot of emotional needs for connection.  

She realized that she was drawn to him because she had a very overbearing mother, and the idea of a guy 
who wasn’t demanding anything of her, was willing to give her space, had his own life, that was really cool. 
That was great and she loved that about him. 

But now that she’s feeling more of a desire for closeness and connection, especially with a child on the way, 
it’s quite painful. 

This idea that “Opposites attract – and then they attack” often is 
predicated on this:  the fact that there is something we get out of the 
other person’s behavior. 

Shelly’s case was a woman who likes to be in control, run the show and 
be really competent, and she kind of benefited from her husband’s 

relatively subordinate role in the relationship. But now she’s concerned that he’s not pulling his own weight 
sufficiently.  

There’s a really common pattern:  so many of us like to feel competent, like to feel we know what we’re 
doing, and in some ways we’re gratified by having somebody around us who looks up to us in this regard. But 

“There is something we 

get out of the other 

person’s behavior.” 
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then we get frustrated with them because, “Hey – wait. How come you’re not taking the same amount of 
initiative?”  

So it’s a really great inquiry line to follow for all of us personally, whenever we’re annoyed at somebody:  
“Hey – what do we like about this person and how did we perhaps choose them?” as well as when we’re 
hearing clinical cases.  

Dr. Buczynski:  Thanks. How about you, Kelly? 

Dr. McGonigal:  What I was left with was a kind of bigger theme:  the importance of trying to support and 
validate the client’s point of view without reinforcing the idea that someone else is to blame.  

There’s a very interesting balance that people were striking, because you need to lower their defensiveness 
so that they’re willing to explore other points of view or willing to explore more skillful ways of responding. 
But if you use reinforcing their existing point of view as a way to 
lower their defenses, then of course you just reinforce whatever 
pattern you’re going to try to deconstruct.  

It seems that everyone was describing in their cases the process of 
doing that and how finding that balance was sort of the way to open 
the door to almost process-mapping what the pattern of blaming 
others looks like. That if you can just find a way to acknowledge what 
people are thinking and feeling, that it allows them to start to turn 
that lens of a more mindful curiosity toward their own process. 

Ron, you gave an example of that too and I’d be curious how you 
think about that:  how do you know when you’re reinforcing the right 
thing versus reinforcing something that’s going to end up being something you’re going to try to dismantle 
ten minutes later? 

Dr. Siegel:  I’m not sure I have an easy answer to that. A lot of times we’re left with our intuition about 
whether both what the person needs in terms of reinforcement and support at the moment, as well as we do 
different kinds of therapies at different stages of development and growth. When somebody is just needing 
to feel a little bit supported or a little bit safe or something, we may reinforce all sorts of things that maybe at 
a later stage of therapy we’re trying to help the person to give up.  

 

Relaxing Rigid Perspectives that Lead to Blame 

Dr. Buczynski: Moving along, Ron; Sue Johnson talked about a client who distanced herself from her 
husband, which would then set off the husband’s anger. This client also had some rigid ideas about how 
people should act, and that didn’t really allow her enough room to consider that there are other ways of 
being. 

How do you loosen someone’s rigid perspectives and perceptions of what’s going on? How do you help them 
gain some flexibility that other people/that someone else’s perspective is different but not bad? 

Dr. Siegel:  Yes, I thought Sue’s approach to this in her presentation was a great one – and it’s one we’ve 
heard in other points of the series:  it’s helping folks to see their role in a dance.  

“If you can just find a way 

to acknowledge what 

people are thinking and 

feeling, that it allows them 

to start to turn that lens of 

a more mindful curiosity 

toward their own process. 
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I remember when Terry Real was talking about it, he was talking about the “more” patterns: “The more I do 
this, the more I do that,” to see how my behavior is actually instigating your behavior, which is affecting me 
and causing more of that behavior. 

One way to approach this is to help people to understand that there are kind of three entities always in an 
interaction: there’s me and the feelings in here; there’s you and the feelings that you’ve got; and then there’s 
this third entity, which is the relationship, and what kinds of things are improving or detracting from the 
relationship. 

One way to help people sometimes relax defenses is to say, “Do you also value the relationship? What might 
the relationship need here?” 

It’s funny; so much of our rigidity, which is so often designed to in some way preserve a self-image or insulate 
us from our fear, involves identifying with ourselves as somehow separate from the rest: “Me against the 

world. I have to look out for number one because otherwise it’s 
dangerous, and that’s why I’m being all rigid here.” 

If we can see whatever we’re doing as part of a larger dance, then 
it’s more likely that we can be more flexible, play different roles and 
participate in the dance differently. 

One thing that I’m a fan of doing here as a therapist is, once I have a 
relationship with the person, to risk self-disclosing about my own 
dances – the ways in which I find myself getting caught, my own 
fallibilities here. 

It could be either in personal roles – though I don’t go there 
immediately; but more often I might talk about it in a professional role, of situations in which I found that 
whatever I was doing was bringing out the problematic behavior in the other and I was caught in one of these 
“The more I do it…” situations. We can kind of normalize it:  “We all get stuck in this.” 

Sue gave a very nice example of when she had said, “You’re an angry person” as an interpretation, which is a 
pretty heavy interpretation for a therapist to give. Parenthetically, one of my mentors once pointed out that 
the interpretation, “You seem angry” is always correct because either the client is angry and we’re accurate, 
or they’re angry now! [laughs]. They may not have been before we said it, but if we said it and they weren’t, 
they’re going to be pissed off. 

So it’s really helpful whenever we can use our own vulnerability around falling into this, as she did, when she 
had accused the client of being angry, to set the stage for understanding that all of us as human beings fall 
into these patterns, and in a certain sense they’re not personal. So then we can look at our role in creating 
the behavior of the other. 

Dr. Buczynski:  Yes. 

Dr. McGonigal:  Ron, I just want to jump in. I really like that approach of asking, was the relationship needed? 
It reminds me of cognitive reappraisal interventions that are designed to help someone take not just a 
different perspective but to change the zoom lens, to widen out, and how whenever people widen their 
attention or their appraisal, it seems to help them make more skilful decisions or downregulate some 
distress. That’s such a useful one; I wanted to highlight that.  

“If we can see whatever 

we’re doing as part of a 

larger dance, then it’s more 

likely that we can be more 

flexible, play different roles 

and participate in the dance 

differently.” 
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Research on Why We Look for Patterns in Other People’s Behavior  

Dr. Buczynski:  Yes. Kelly; Shelly Harrell talked about a client who complained about her partner’s 
shortcomings, and she blamed him for the fact that she had to take responsibility for everything. But then 
Shelly reminded the client that she also complained in a similar way about her professional life. Once the 
client began looking at this as a pattern that she had, it helped her blame her partner less and helped her 
look at her own part in the relationship dynamic and in the bigger picture of things. 

I guess what I’m struck by is seeing a larger pattern can reveal something new and bring us to a different 
angle on that. Is there any research on the brain or human behavior that can explain what’s going on there? 

Dr. McGonigal:  Yes; there are probably two areas of research that help explain why this is so important to 
help other people do. One is this very moment-to-moment kind of pattern recognition. It’s the work on affect 
labeling, for example, when people label the emotion that they’re feeling.  

They say, “Oh, okay. I recognize these feelings in my body. I recognize these thoughts. I’ve had them before. 
This is worry. This is envy…” – whatever the emotion is. It changes the way that the brain processes that 
emotion – almost puts it in a “bigger container,” so that you have more insight into it and you have more 
cognitive flexibility.  

Basically, it increases all sorts of flexible responding. It’s why it’s taught as a therapeutic technique and as a 
mindfulness technique:  that if you can just figure out, with some kind of granularity, what it is that’s 
happening right now, and you recognize it, and you recognize the things that go along with it or when that 
process is likely to be triggered, it just gives you so much more control over it and insight over it. 

But the other area of research that really connects comes, interestingly, from both organizational psychology 
(trying to understand how people deal with change in organizations or conflict in organizations) and trauma 
research. That’s the field of sense making and understanding that we 
are constantly trying to explain our experiences, and how important it 
is to have language and narratives that allow us to recognize what’s 
happening.  

Sometimes when people talk about how sense making helps us 
respond to change or to conflict, there’s this idea that if you can 
describe what this is – “Okay, I know what’s happening right now; 
we’re on this kind of journey,” or, “It’s this particular pattern that I’m 
playing out again “ – it allows you, first, to notice it more quickly 
because it’s an example of something, and our brains are pattern-
recognition machines.  

Once we know that there’s a category that exists, we’re much better able to see it in the wild. So it allows 
you to notice it and label it. It also allows you to bracket it so you can sort of separate it from everything else 
that’s going on in the moment and say, “Hmm, this is something I want to pay attention to, this particular 
process.” It allows you to talk about it with other people in a way that allows you to process it to make 
meaning out of it.  

That could include with a therapist, or with your spouse, or with anyone – you can talk about it more 
skillfully. Ultimately, it allows people to respond in what’s sometimes referred to as “Effortful sense-making 
mode rather than habitual mode.” That’s sort of how the sense-making researchers talk about it: that you’re 
going to have a new mode of dealing with this pattern that you recognize. 

“We are constantly trying 

to explain our 

experiences, and how 

important it is to have 

language and narratives 

that allow us to recognize 

what’s happening.”  
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 That’s an example that we saw in this case, but it’s a reason to think about – and we do it all the time, even 
just in these conversations – “Oh, that’s an example of projection,” or, “Oh, that’s an example of 
polarization.” Then all of a sudden it gives us insight into what’s happening and we start thinking about ways 
that we can work with that. The same thing is happening for all of us in everyday life. 

Dr. Siegel:  Yes. This is why it is actually useful to have some training in our field – whatever the field might 
be – even as it’s also useful to try to keep an open mind and not get too stuck in one or another explanatory 
model. 

 

Bridging Perspectives to Move Beyond the Need to be Right 

Dr. Buczynski:  Yes. This next question I’d like to ask both of you, and it comes from something Bill O'Hanlon 
said. He was talking about working with a couple who were in conflict, and these particular partners both felt 
that they were right. He helped them put aside right and wrong and move toward what would work, instead.  

That makes a lot of sense, but that’s not easy to do. That’s not even easy for a therapist to do in their own 
lives, in their own relationships. How do you help someone put aside the need to be right, especially when it 
comes to working with blame? 

Dr. Siegel:  It’s a hugely important question because so many things that go wrong in relationships do indeed 
“falter on this altar” of who was right? I may have mentioned here once that I had come across a study (I can 
try to find it) that said that “The modal precipitant to schoolyard brawls in the United Kingdom was 
arguments over who was right, between the kids.” Certainly this happens in arguments at work and it 
happens with arguments in family relationships quite a bit. 

Bill had a great approach – what he called building a bridge – which is basically to listen carefully to each 
party and validate that party’s experience, like, “That makes sense, that you would see it this way, and I see 
how you see that.” Then the person starts to relax a little bit and trust him. But then the person gets to listen 
while he notes that the other party’s position also makes sense, and Bill articulates how that makes sense. 

So that is certainly one way to just soften it, and bring people together. The only limitation with that is it’s 
dependent on having Bill there – or us there, if we’re in Bill’s role. 

The bigger enchilada – but it’s a harder lift – is to help people see 
their attachment to being right, and to see the symmetry in that, and 
help each of us to see how it’s important to be right. Even to gently 
inquire, “How does it feel when you feel like you’re right and when 
your view is validated? How do you wind up feeling when you feel 
like either you’re wrong or at least the other person doesn’t see your 
point of view and doesn’t see your perspective?” To really get in 

touch with how good one feels, how bad the other one feels. 

Then to notice, “One of the things we have in common is how attached we all are to wanting to be right:  
perfectly natural, perfectly human, but it does get us into a lot of trouble.”  

So that maybe, moving forward, each time either of us or any of us sees ourselves reacting out of fear of 
being wrong, and the kind of collapsed feeling that comes from either not being understood or feeling like 

“The bigger enchilada is to 

help people see their 

attachment to being right.” 
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we’re understood but people disagree, that instead of just reacting to that, we might just like hang out with 
that feeling and try to take a step back and ask ourselves what’s going on here. 

 

How the Need to be Right Can Short-Circuit a Greater Reward 

Dr. Buczynski:  Thanks. How about you, Kelly – what are your thoughts on it? 

Dr. McGonigal:  Yes, it’s sort of along those lines. I have a somewhat atypical way of thinking about why 
people like to be right in arguments. I think about it as sort of like a health psychologist, so if we’re feeling 
angry, or scared, or upset, we often will look for the first coping mechanism that will give us a quick hit of a 
reward:  we’ll reach for a cookie, or a drink, or a videogame, or some distraction. 

Often, in interpersonal conflict, that conflict is bringing up so many negative emotions that the brain starts 
searching for what’s the quickest hit of relief and reward? One of the most powerful ways to do that is to try 
to convince yourself that you are right, because being right and being the person in the right is like an 
approach motivation.  

It’s like anger, in that it makes you feel more powerful; it gives you a burst of energy, and it feels better than 
a lot of the other emotions that people can feel in their personal conflicts, 
like sadness or guilt. 

One way to work with this is to look at how pursuing that immediate 
gratification of being right is a coping mechanism that short-circuits the 
route to the bigger rewards. The case study here was such a great example 
of that: what do you actually want? Do you want to be right, in this 
moment? Or do you want to connect and do you want to have sex and feel 
close? 

The bigger reward was getting short-circuited because he was 
perseverating on that immediate reward of “I’m right – and I want to stay 
right.” This applies in a lot of different conflicts: you can identify what the 
real reward is and start to interpret your own self-righteousness as the 
barrier to the bigger reward, and actually start to develop some willpower around that, in the way that you 
might when you choose not to indulge in some other self-destructive coping mechanism. 

Dr. Siegel:  Yes; it really brings us back to the frequent observation in conflicts, which is “Which would you 
prefer: to be right or to be happy?”  

Dr. Buczynski:  Sure. Yes. That’s it for us for this week – and actually that’s it for us for this topic. Next week 
we’ll have off, and that’ll give you time to either catch up on something that you missed and haven’t gotten 
to yet, take the continuing-ed quiz if you signed up for continuing education, or just take the week off. 

The following week we’ll be back. We’ve got a whole new topic; it’s going to be a great topic with a lot that 
we can dig into: How do we help clients identify and work with their emotional triggers? So there’s a lot to 
work with in that topic, and we’ve gotten a lot of very interesting responses from all of the experts. 

Meanwhile, we’d like to hear from you: what are your thoughts from this week or from what Kelly and Ron 
and I have said? Please leave a comment below. We’ll be back in two weeks. Take good care, everyone.   

“Look at how pursuing 

that immediate 

gratification of being 

right is a coping 

mechanism that short-

circuits the route to 

the bigger rewards.  


