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Dr. Buczynski: Hello everyone. We're back. This is the part of the week when we focus on what you can 
apply, from all week long, to your work with your patients. 

I'm joined, as always, by my two good buddies Drs. Joan Borysenko and Rick Hanson - both licensed 
psychologists.  

Let's jump in and start by asking what stood out to you this week. I'll start with you Joan, then we'll go to you 
Rick.  

 

The Challenges of Working with Blame 

Dr. Borysenko: A big takeaway for me this week is that blame is so fixed in people's nervous systems, 
behaviors, cultural things, and environmental things. Looking at blame and trying to help somebody with it is 
a difficult problem that can take a whole long time, except if you 
happen to be Bill O’Hanlon. He can somehow help people see things 
in such a clear way that it shatters their frame of reference. I would 
say to the therapists out there, unless you're Bill, it's something you 
need to have quite a bit of patience with.  

Dr. Buczynski: Great. And we will go down into some things Bill said a 
little bit later. But first, Rick, what stood out to you? 

Dr. Hanson: I was focused a lot this week on what it's like to receive the blame of others. How do we sort 
out, when we use this tricky word "blame," from legitimate grievances, complaints, needs or requests? How 
do we sort that out from situations in which there's kind of an over-allocation and influence to the other 
person? Then [there’s] ducking the responsibility of oneself for most of the problem or at least whatever 
they do, what I could do unilaterally, on my own.  

I think that's important to pay attention to. What do we really mean by the word "blame" here?  

I think it's important to watch out for shaming for blaming; in other 
words, that we're not shaming others for blaming. That may be called
-for, or there's a beneficial element inside this messy, smelly package 
of blame; it's tough to be on the receiving end from people and 
realize other people need things from us and we affect them. It can 

be really hard to admit that and take that into account - that others depend on us, so we have influence over 
them. We need to keep them in mind and hold them in heart.  

We tend to resist that. Then when you're flipping around, when they're with us they don’t like [that we] 
resist acknowledging our effects on them. Flip it around the other way; when we are with people who just 
don't want to cop to the ways that we want things from them, where they do affect us, that's not so good.  
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I think it's really important to try to face the challenge of how hard it is to deal with the reality that others do 
need things from us and we do have impacts on them. 

 

The Impact of Helping Clients Realize the Patterns in Their Behavior  

Dr. Buczynski: Now let's drill down into something Shelly Harrell said. She talked about a client who 
complained about her partner's shortcomings; [the client] blamed him for the fact that she had to take 
responsibility for everything. 

Shelly helped her client see that she also complained in a similar way about the situation at work in her 
professional life. Once her client started seeing the big picture - the pattern - it helped her blame her partner 
less and look for her own part in the dynamics of how that all got set up.  

Why is it that seeing a larger pattern can reveal something new to someone? Is there any research on the 
brain or human behavior that can help explain this? 

Dr. Borysenko: First of all, there's a huge amount of research on pattern recognition, which is what we do as 
human beings. We see a pattern; we are much better than computers...we are far better than artificial 
intelligence actually in pattern recognition. That's probably the big thing that makes our brain different.  

Yet, once we see a pattern in something, it's like that famous nine dots that John Kabat-Zinn often uses to 
teach mindfulness. When you try to connect the dots, the mind sees the pattern of a square. It doesn't occur 
to you that to connect the dots, you have to make a line that goes outside 
the square.  

Because of that, we tend to get locked into certain ways of perceiving 
things. That's useful because it allows us to have split-second responses to 
things that need a split-second response - kind of like Malcolm Gladwell 
with Blink in how we decide things very quickly. I don't know if there's 
research on this point, but there is some kind of amazing felt sense experience when you suddenly realize, 
"Oh my God there's something beyond the box. I've just expanded my perception to something larger."  

I can only speak for myself and some of my clients; it's a sense of, "Oh wow," and there's a physical sense of 
expansion of curiosity of, "I just woke up to something." As a therapist, when you begin to see that 
experience of wakening in someone, you begin to see, "Your body is expanding along with their 
consciousness." Just to note, that is very, very important and is a highly teachable moment because people 
want more of that, just like the client Bonnie was talking about.  

Suddenly you say, "That's really interesting, I can look at what I do." Maybe the husband has needs and 
needs to meet some of her needs, but she sees maybe, “Why do I we choose people like this? Why do I 
recreate this in my work life?” I just think that's always a stunning moment for both the client and therapist. 

 

A Roadmap to Helping Clients Expand Their Perspective 

Dr. Buczynski: Let's jump into something Bill O’Hanlon said. He talked about working with a couple in conflict 
where both people felt like they were right. He helped them put aside right and wrong and move instead 
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toward what would work. That makes total sense, but that's not an easy thing to do.  

How do you help people put aside the need to be right, especially when it comes to working with blame? 

Dr. Hanson: I think about ways in which perception naturally narrows down, and then widens out, and what 
causes one or the other. We tend to narrow down to the brain's evolution, as you and Joan well know, and in 
particular, the negativity bias. If our experience in any moment or what's happening in a relationship is a 
mosaic, as soon as one of those tiles of the mosaic starts flashing red, that's when we zero in on it. That's part 
of Fredrickson's work on how positive emotions broaden perceptual feelings.  

I think there's a kind of paradoxical process in which first we need 
to join with the flashing red light and empathize with it. We need, 
not to find it, but rather go into it and acknowledge the reality of 
that experience to the client then try to help them move 
increasingly to a wider view. There are lots of things that help 
support that wider view.  

A simple hack in the brain is to take literally a panoramic 
perspective visually as if you're looking from an airplane, the bird's-
eye view, or the mountaintop. That actually tricks the brain into 

using networks on the sides of the brain to see the big picture. Another hack is to look out. When we look 
close to our bodies, we're immediately dealing with friend or foe, so there's a tendency to focus on a 
particular flashing red light. But if you literally help people and couples when they're activated to lift their 
gaze toward the horizon, that naturally engages neural circuitry to taste that wider view.  

In the wider view now, I think it's really helpful to explore with people, "How is it working for you?" That 
great question from Dr. Phil, "How's that working for you?" including let's start with the good news, paths, 
rewards, benefits, how it helps, and what needs inside you it helps fulfill. Also, how does it help you keep at 
bay dreaded experiences you don't want to have? Also, what are the costs? What does it cost you? What 
does it cost others? What do you really care about? And then, is there a better way?  

I think that progression, diving in, establishing a wider view, then facing the costs, and then exploring other 
ways to accomplish the same deeply good purpose is a nice kind of roadmap. 

 

The Key to Inciting Change in a Client Prone to Blame 

Dr. Buczynski: Ron Siegel reminded us that helping someone shift out of reactivity and blame is a slow 
process because blame can be deeply ingrained. It can be a deeply ingrained habit for many of us. Just 
reinforcing what we've been saying so far, it can be slow going to help someone change with this. How do 
you suggest going about helping someone change a habit or behavior they've had for a while? 

Dr. Borysenko: First of all, I think the most important thing [in] 
changing any behavior is having a strong intention to do so.  

For example, in a couple where the client is tending to blame the 
partner, the exploration of how that partner may feel is what brought 
the whole thing of blame up. For example, if the person feels, "I'm 
really sorry when I do this and I can see that it's a knee-jerk reaction ... 
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this is tough for me but I also have compassion for my partner. I feel bad within myself and I really, really, 
really want to shift that." That to me is a very good starting point - the desire to shift.  

Look at, “What will be different if you can shift that pattern?” Not only what will be different between you 
and your partner and how the relationship will look different but deeply, “What will be different in yourself?” 
I found that for people who are really sensitive to the fact that they're blaming a lot and don't feel so hot 
about that, there is a real inner urge for liberation and freedom. [There is] recognition that it's such a knee-
jerk thing: “As long as I keep doing it, I am not free inside myself.”  

In some people, that in a tremendous motivation to be free. I think you can explore a number of motivations 
and intentions and it has to start with that.  

Rick has talked so beautifully about the need also for self-compassion and self-acceptance and recognizing 
it's not going to change overnight. The nervous system is well grooved in this dimension ... celebrate each 
and every time one notices, "Oh I just blamed." Then that half time between blaming and recognizing “there 
it was again,” starts to decrease. The person can say, "I'm sorry, that was a knee-jerk. I know it hurts you 
when I blame and I'm going to try to do better if you're with this," and that's very rewarding.  

Work with people around their deepest and most noble intentions with the recognition that it will take some 
time, and that along the way every time they catch themselves it's a rewarding thing. That, I think, eventually 
helps people blame themselves less and give themselves a little more credit for taking these steps which 
incrementally build up and change those old circuits.  

 

How to Approach the Feelings that Life Underneath Blame 

Dr. Buczynski: Sue Johnson said blaming others can actually indicate a level of fear in the client - fear of being 
wrong. Have you worked with someone who feared being wrong? How did you approach that? 

Dr. Hanson: I think of a woman and her fiancé. The surface level was that she was very afraid of not being 
perfect in many, many kinds of ways. She put a lot of pressure on 
herself. It also relates to a career which involves a lot of public 
presentation at a high level. It's very important to perform well and 
manage your image with other people. The surface presentation was 
that she's putting a lot of pressure on herself, and anxious, and being 
a little compulsive about this.  

What was really interesting – this is where I think Sue's work is so 
phenomenally useful - underneath that outward criticism of hers was 
a deeper wanting for others to let her off the hook, tell her she was 
doing a great job, to lift her up and come through for her. It was hard 
for her to admit that, so she would start by criticizing herself. But 

what was underneath that was a longing for support from others and a lot of anger at them from not 
delivering the goods.  

Reaching back into her childhood, she has a brother who's disabled. A lot of resources served the brother 
understandably, but she felt like she was under supported and underappreciated herself; she was criticized a 
lot for any little thing while this brother got away with tons of things. She had a lot of anger and she's had to 
come to terms with it. She comes to terms with her anger and kind of lances that boil and gradually – sorry 
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for the metaphor – helps the pus release over time. Then it was a lot easier for her to shift out of blaming 
others.  

Dr. Buczynski: Thanks guys. That's it for us for this week. 

Now, we'd like to hear from you. How are you going to use these ideas in your work with your patients this 
week? Please leave a comment below. Your comments are so important and it enriches this whole program, 
so please leave a comment below. While you're there, go up and read other people's comments and even 
comment on their comments.  

This is the last week for this program on working with people who have a big desire to change other people 
or working with people who have a high tendency to blame. That means next week we have off and you can 
take the quiz if you signed up for continuing ed credits. You can catch up if you got a little bit behind or if you 
just take the week off and catch up on the rest of your life.  

We'll be back the following week on Monday, November 5th when we start with a new question: working 
with people to help them discover their emotional triggers and what triggers them to get into a reactive 
mode. It's a topic and there's a lot to dig into. I'm looking forward to having us get into that topic.  

We'll see you back again November 5th to get started on that, but in the meantime please go to the 
comment board and give us your thoughts of how you're going to use these ideas this week.  

Take good care everyone. We'll be back soon.  


