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Dr. Buczynski: How do we help our clients build greater receptivity to avoid feeling stuck?  

Here, Dr. Kelly McGonigal offers more research-based evidence on a practice that can boost positive growth. 

Dr. McGonigal: I think that when we are stuck in a cocoon, we often don’t see the benefits of a change, and 

even if we were to engage in that change, we might not see the benefits right away – it’s thinking about the 

long-term transformation where making a change right now, things might be fine, and if you were to push 

outside your habits or your comfort zone, something really positive would flourish. 

It’s a tough one because it requires identifying what the change will be. I’m a health psychologist, as you 

know, and so a lot of the behaviors I think about are health behaviors.  

There’s a motivational interviewing technique that has been distilled down for healthcare practitioners, 

where they are taught to simply ask people the question, “Is there anything you’d like to do in the next 

couple of weeks that might support your health or your well-being? Is there anything that you might be 

interested in doing or trying?” This can create the space to see if anything naturally comes up. 

That’s a helpful question to ask ourselves on a regular basis, because when we’re in a cocoon, if we aren’t 

asked that question or we don’t contemplate that question, it’s very easy not to look for the thing that would 

take us to the next level or that would really be supportive – an act of self-care, or an act of growth or 

possibility. 

I love that as a little mini intervention – “What do I want to do in the next couple of weeks that would be 

supportive of my goals and my well-being or whatever might be 

transformed?”  

One of the best ways we put ourselves in a position to see what our 

opportunities are is to be very connected to our own values.  

One of the interventions I use in all my work, every group I come into 

contact with whether it’s undergraduate students who are stressed out 

and overwhelmed, or whether it’s people who are dealing with loss and 
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grief, is values affirmation.  

This is a very simple psychological intervention where people are asked, “What do you really care about in 

life? What are your most important values?”  

Often, people are given a list of a whole bunch of values – things like family and faith, or maybe politics and 

social justice, or creativity and fun and adventure – there are a lot of things that people can value. 

They’re asked to choose a few and then think about one that feels personally meaningful.  

The intervention can ask people to write about it – that’s pretty common, or if you are in a relationship with 

someone and you ask them, as a homework assignment, to identify a value, you might have a nice, simple 

conversation: “So tell me why you chose” for example, “compassion. Tell me why you chose compassion as 

an important value to you. How does that show up in 

everyday life? Or how has that value supported you? Why 

did you choose that value?” 

Research shows that when people are connected to their 

values, they actually get much better at being receptive to 

messages, information, and even signs from the universe – 

that there’s something they can do that would really be of 

benefit to them, or there’s something that they need to change to avoid some sort of harmful outcome.  

Being connected to our values seems to put us in the state of receptivity and positive vulnerability. 

Basically, we are more awake and more aware. When something is inconsistent with our values, or when 

something is really harmful to our well-being, we’re more likely to notice it and more likely to be receptive to 

information about what we might do that would allow us to live more in line with our values or support our 

well-being.  

A study came out from the University of Michigan that is one of my favorite behavior-change studies I’ve 

ever come across, because it showed how powerful it can be just to put people in the state of being 

connected to their values. Can I tell you a little bit about it? 

Dr. Buczynski: Yes, that would be great. 

Dr. McGonigal: This was a study that recruited people who were sedentary – very physically inactive. Of 
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course, we all know that that’s not good for our mental well-being or physical health.  

They had a values intervention that was going to be compared to a standard, “Let’s try to motivate people to 

be active” intervention.  

For the values intervention, they did exactly what I just described: people came in and they were asked to 

identify something that was really important to them, and to spend a couple of minutes thinking about why 

that value was important in their life.  

Then, those people got a series of messages that told them, “Because you’re sedentary, you’re at increased 

risk of everything from depression, to diabetes and heart disease. It’s really important to be active.”  

That was a threatening message about how something you’re doing right now is inconsistent with your well-

being.  

Then, the message gave some action steps: “You could become more active by parking as far away from the 

grocery store as possible so you get to walk a little bit more. Or you could look for at least one set of stairs 

you can climb every day.” These were very simple, actionable steps.  

They sent people home with an accelerometer to measure how physically active they were for a month. In 

the study, people got text messages every other day to remind them of the importance of being physically 

active.  

I should say that the control group, by the way, did not talk or think about an important value. They were 

getting the same information, but they were not being connected to their values before they got this 

information.  

The people who thought about their values got two text messages.. The first text message said, “Take a 

moment and think about why family is important to you,” or whatever it was they said they valued. If it was 

compassion, “Take a moment and just think about why compassion is important to you.” 

The follow-up text said, “By the way, remember how important it is to be active,” and the text would include 

maybe one of the tips they had seen in the initial laboratory session.  

Whereas in the control group, they were just getting the reminders to be active, but they weren’t taking a 

moment to think about their values. 
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So, long story short, the people who were continuously put into a state of being connected to their values, 

before they got the message about being active, ended up dramatically increasing their physical activity. 

According to the accelerometers, they ended up increasing their physical activity by about two hours and 

there was pretty much no significant change in the group that was just getting the text messages, “It’s 

important to be active.” 

The reason I love this study so much is that at no point in the study did anybody say, “Being physically active 

is an act of compassion,” or, “Being physically active is good for your family” –  or whatever people’s values 

were.  

The study simply saw people as full human beings who had values that they cared about, and the messages 

reminded people of that.  

People instinctively and naturally gravitated toward being receptive to 

information about how to support their own well-being – they were 

able to put all that into place. 

This is one of the first times that research has demonstrated that you 

don’t even need to convince people that a change is consistent with 

their values.  

Just being connected to your own values makes you less likely to get stuck in a way that you’re unable to see 

the opportunities that are available. 

Dr. Buczynski: I always appreciate hearing the research that supports these kinds of interventions. 

I asked Kelly to flesh out her thoughts on working with values. We’ll then get some additional insights from 

Dr. Ron Siegel and Bill O’Hanlon. 

Dr. McGonigal:  One of the things I’ve been working with lately is something I call the stress mindset reset, 

where you first start to notice stress arising that would lead you to shut down in some way or try to avoid a 

stressful situation or engage in some kind of escapist behavior like getting drunk or distractions.  

And the way that I describe it is the first thing you do is you recognize that what you’re feeling is a signal that 

something that you care about is at stake. So, whether it feels like you’re shutting down, or it feels like you’re 

panicking, or it feels like you’re worrying - whatever it is - it feels like you’re angry, it’s a sign that something 

“Being connected to your 

own values makes you 

less likely to get stuck in a 

way that you’re unable to 

see the opportunities 

that are available.” 



How to Help Clients Move From a Fixed Mindset Toward Greater Flexibility McGonigal, PhD - Transcript - pg. 5 

 

that you care about is at stake. You have to change the meaning of that signal. And then you simply say, 

“Okay - so what do I care about? Who do I care about? Or why do I care?”  

And studies show that, in moments of any sort of distress or discomfort, as soon as people are reflecting on 

what they care about, who they care about or why they care, it changes a lot about what’s going on 

biologically - whether it’s reducing inflammation or cortisol, or increasing approach-motivation in the brain. 

And another exercise that I teach people is literally called “Remember the Why.”  I’ll explain studies that 

show that if you give people a temptation or you give people a challenge and they start to move towards 

their habitual reaction, if the experimenter just comes in and asks them to remember why - why they had a 

certain intention or why they want to make a change - their behavior changes.  

It’s a skill but often it’s about changing the meaning of the discomfort. Because you’re telling people, “Okay, 

so, you’re going to wait for the discomfort/you’re going to wait for the desire to avoid/you’re going to wait 

for the distress - and that is the signal to think about why you care.  

So you lay the groundwork first; you find out why people 

care - you know, you ask them why three times: “Why do 

you want to make this change? Why do you want that? 

What do you think your life will be like if that change 

happens - you get to a real why?” so that the content is 

there. And then you ask people afterwards, “Did you have 

an opportunity to do this?” You remind them of the 

process and you get them to tell a story in which, “Yes; in that moment I remember that what I care about is 

my family and this is an opportunity to choose my family.”  

Dr. Siegel:  I’ve been thinking about this emphasis on values and thinking, “Why does that work? What might 

the mechanism be behind this?” When we’re clarifying our values, it brings us out of a kind of egocentric 

perspective of, “I need this discomfort to go away. I need that discomfort to go away. I want my supportive 

environment right now.” It brings us toward something which actually isn’t so much about me. I think most 

of us, most of the time, if we’re asked what our higher values are, what really matters to us, it’s something 

that connects us to others in some way - whether it connects us to nature or work that we’re doing for the 

greater good, or family, or friends or that kind of thing. So I wonder; do you have a sense that this is part of it 

- it’s a movement away from me and my immediate needs to the larger world and what the world needs?  

“You find out why people care—ask 

them why three times: Why do you 

want to make this change? Why do 

you want that? What do you think 

your life will be like if that change 

happens—you get to a real why?”  
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Dr. McGonigal:  Absolutely. In fact a paper just came out that was a review of studies related to values and 

also mindfulness and they were very clear that actually most people’s values are prosocial. Even if it sounds 

like they’re not.  Even if people say, “What I value is money,” if you ask them why they want the money, 

almost everyone gets down to something that feels prosocial or bigger than self.  

So Jennifer Crocker and her colleagues have looked at how thinking about your values actually puts you in a 

different emotional state that really is this interesting, “I sense myself” - like there’s a clear sense of self, but 

that self is more expansive than the ego who’s usually stuck or struggling.  

And people report, after thinking about their values, that they feel more connected, they feel more 

empathic, they feel more hopeful, they feel more humble. That’s the self who can make a change; the sense 

who feels both humble and hopeful at the same time.  

Dr. Siegel:  Yes, it’s similar to the way in which gratitude holds up so well in the research on well-being. And 

gratitude works because, if we’re being grateful in the moment, we’re letting go of the preoccupation for the 

immediate desire. We’re noticing what’s full rather than what’s empty. And the other thing is that gratitude 

is almost always gratitude for something outside of ourselves - again, that kind of connection sort of defuses 

all of our instinctual self-preservation impulses that get us into so much trouble. 

Dr. McGonigal:  And when you look at the default mode of the brain, it’s dominated by self-referential 

processing, and particularly often critical or comparative, rather than that sort of deep, values-driven self-

reflection. And so I think another reason that values-affirmation works is because you’re shifting out of that 

default state - which is default in the sense that it’s what the brain does when you’re not focused on 

something else - but it’s also a default in the sense that when you’re in it, it’s so hard to get out of your habit. 

It’s like you are the version of yourself who doesn’t want to change and isn’t going to change. And when you 

expand that sense of self from that version to the more expansive, connected transcendent self, you’re also 

getting out of the default mode. 

I described in our original conversation the most common intervention for values affirmation - which is, you 

actually show people a list of values and ask them what they care about. But one of the exercises I like to use 

in my teaching is one that was actually inspired by ACT (acceptance and commitment therapy) - which, by the 

way, is not just therapy; it’s also acceptance and commitment-based approaches to change: an exercise 

where you ask people to imagine (and you don’t tell them what it is) an important moment where people 

might be celebrating you in some way. Maybe it’s an important life transition or an important moment in 

time where people are going to be celebrating you and acknowledging you. Where would this be and what 
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would they be saying about you? And what would be the most meaningful thing that someone might say in 

this moment or this setting?  

It’s a great exercise because sometimes people over-specify it - like imagine you’re retiring and they’re 

throwing a retirement party; well, now you’ve sort of oriented people, their values to work. Or imagine a 

family reunion and they’re talking about you and you’ve oriented people to family. Let them pick the 

transition or the moment - and what comes up for them is going to reveal often a meaningful value area of 

their life or demand. And then what people say about themselves is going to reveal a personal quality they 

appreciate about themselves. And now you’ve got two really important aspects of values affirmation: the 

domain or the role that is really meaningful, and what you bring to relationships or communities or to your 

work that you value about yourself. 

And I love that exercise - it’s similar to positive psychology exercises that ask people, “Tell me about a time 

when you were your best self.” But people often will even enjoy this - and it’s a great way to get to know 

someone too; to use this type of exercise when you’re getting to know a group or a client or a student, the 

part of them that you get to know suddenly also changes the relationship you had with that person, because 

they know you see them in that way too. So I think it’s a great exercise - for so many reasons. 

Mr. O’Hanlon:  I came across a quotation a while ago that said, “It’s easier to ride the horse in the direction 

it’s going.” So I think riding on the client’s values is a great thing to do. But again, how do you translate that 

into your actual work with people? A big influence on me was Milton Erickson, who I thought was creative 

and really great at that. 

I remember that he worked in a psychiatric hospital and he had a guy who just was obnoxious, going round 

telling everyone he was Jesus. And they wouldn’t let him out of the hospital because he was delusional. And 

Erickson became a staff psychiatrist at the hospital, and he took a totally different approach. He said to the 

guy, “Hey, I understand you have experience as a carpenter.” The guy replies, “Yes, my father was a 

carpenter.” He didn’t fight with the guy and tell him, “You’re not Jesus - that’s delusional.” Instead he said, 

“You know, we need some bookshelves in the library.” So, this guy gets to work on making a bookshelf. 

And then he says, “I understand that as a representative of God, you designed the human body to work well. 

The doctors and patients need exercise and our tennis court has gone to ruin - nobody’s maintained it. 

Would be willing to smooth out the clay tennis court so that God’s work could be perfected on this earth?” 

So he uses the guy’s value system to get him engaged in meaningful things. The guy starts to be less 

delusional and more functional. People thank him for his work and he’s a little more social as a result. 
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I think that is the classic example of not fighting with someone’s values, but going through their values in 

order to create change. Erickson thought of this as, “Accept and change.” Accept the person as they are, then 

introduce a slight change, moving it into a more functional and helpful direction.  

Dr. Buczynski: That was a unique way of supporting a client’s values to help them get unstuck. 

And I appreciated the many expert perspectives on how to build the strong neurological and emotional 

flexibility that can bring about change. 

As we’ve been discussing throughout this program, patients can get stuck in so many different ways. And 

they’re often at a loss as to where to even start to bring about change. 

I hope we’ve given you some new ideas to think about and maybe some different ways to look at your 

clients’ problems. 

Please be sure to check out some of the bonuses that we’re including in this program. I think they’ll help 

further enhance your work with patients who are stuck. 

Enjoy this final thought from Dr. Joan Borysenko, and thank you for being a part of this program. 

I’ll see you soon. 

Dr. Borysenko: There’s a great fear in most of us therapists, like, “Oh, my goodness - my client is stuck. What 

am I going to do?” We get into a whole thing; we get stuck about stuckness. 

And I actually wanted to read you a few lines of a poem about that, because this is a poem that changed the 

way I viewed stuckness, and exactly the basis of a question that I ask myself and clients about being stuck. 

And the name of the poem is Usai, by Roger Keyes, and he was at Brown and really a historian in Asian Art, 

and Usai is short for Hokusai, who was a famous Japanese artist. 

So, I’m going to read you this piece about stuck, in the hope that it will free up all of our thinking: Hokusai 

says look carefully. He says pay attention, notice. He says keep looking, stay curious. He says there is no end 

to seeing. He says (we get to the part here) Every one of us is frightened. Every one of us has to live with fear. 

He says get stuck, accept it, repeat yourself as long as it’s interesting. 

And so I think that’s sometimes a very good thing to do: to ask your client and say, “Is it still interesting to 

you, this behavior pattern?”  
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Because people do get over being stuck when it stops being interesting. And I really love that thing: giving 

permission to people to be stuck and giving permission to yourself as a therapist to bring this up and then 

wait until they’re finished with it, which they will be soon if it’s a therapist. You can accept and encourage in 

a compassionate way. 

 


