
Episode 003B- “Identifying and Healing Emotional Bruises” 

Guest:  Dr. Zoya Simakhodskaya

Sam Jinich, Ph.D:

Welcome to PeakConnection, a podcast for individuals, couples, and therapists about engaging life with 
vitality, deeper emotional connections, love, intimacy, and authenticity. My name is Dr. Sam Jinich And 
today I'm pleased to have a conversation with my friend and colleague, Dr. Zoya Simakhodskaya. Zoya is 
a psychologist in New York City. She's on the faculty of the NYU School of Medicine, Department of 
Psychiatry, where she's taught and supervised psychiatry residents and medical students. She teaches 
and supervises staff at the NYU Military Family Clinic. She is faculty at City University of New York City 
College clinical psychology program. Zoya's a trainer in emotion focused therapy and executive director 
of the New York Center for Emotionally Focused Therapy. Zoya is in private practice in New York City and 
is originally from Ukraine and teaches emotion focused therapy in Ukraine and Russia, as well as in the 
United States. She has a particular interest in the intersection between couples therapy and sexuality. 
But today, Zoya will speak to us about hyper sensitivities that make connections difficult, both in couple 
and families and in the workplace. Welcome, Zoya. I'm so glad to be able to talk with you today.

Zoya Simakhodskaya, PHD:

It's my pleasure, Sam. I'm very excited. Our first podcast together, so I'm looking forward to having 
[crosstalk 00:01:34].

Sam:

You have a wealth of knowledge about so many other topics. I am looking forward to having you back on 
this podcast. But today's topic has to do with hypersensitivities. And the often proponent of emotion 
focused therapy, Dr. Sue Johnson, who also wrote the book Hold Me Tight, has also labeled these as raw 
spots. Can you tell us what are raw spots?

Zoya:

Yes. We all have them. You have them. I have them. Every single listener has them. And they usually are 
things that we had experienced, most likely growing up, but it can also happen later on in life, maybe in a
particular longterm relationship, or maybe we had a job for many years and something happened there 
and we were let go. It can also create a sensitivity to being hurt. If maybe I can share a personal example.
I grew up in former Soviet Union and in a big family, I was the oldest of four. And I can say we were sort 
of very poor, hungry. It was sort of a Soviet structure allowed for kind of the basic level of-

Sam:

Sustenance

Zoya:



Sustenance. Right. And yet there was always a sense that certain things could run out. Right? I don't 
remember ever being hungry, not at all. And yet there was a feeling that if, I mean, in those days, banana
was a luxury. So if we got three bananas and there are four of us, right, there were feelings of will 
something run out. And I think it wasn't obviously just about food. Maybe it was also about how much 
attention each of us got. Right? So I think I have a sensitivity about that. Will I get what I need or will I 
have to take care of others?

Zoya:

And so I still remember a particular fight with my ex partner on the corner of 8th Avenue and 23rd 
street. And I'm too embarrassed to tell you what exactly the fight was about. It was something food-
related. And ultimately the reason I was so, so upset is because in that moment, when he took the last of
something, I felt he did not think about me. He did not keep in mind.

Sam:

Right. I was just thinking how in that situation, your raw spot had to do with scarcity, right? That sense 
that something is so rare or precious, we need to kind of protect it or at least share it, be generous, at 
least. I can imagine that that was the case growing up in the Union.

Zoya:

Exactly. Exactly. And if I'm not aware of that, right? We're suddenly having a fight and I'm mad at my 
partner for being selfish, for being so-

Sam:

Insensitive.

Zoya:

Right. That's right.

Sam:

It's so interesting when you say it because you and I both work with couples and it's so easy to just kind 
of label someone as my partner is selfish. My is insensitive. But when you get into the weeds, you get 
into richness of really getting what the ouch was really about. And in your case, for example, thank you 
so much for sharing that story because I think so many of us can relate to things like that. In my personal 
situation, I remember as a child, when, if my dad would be upset with me, if I wasn't getting the right 
grades or wasn't behaving, he would get really quiet and kind of ice me out a little bit it would feel, and it
would feel quite hurtful to me. And so for me, if I sense that someone is quiet or distant from me, it 
immediately makes me anxious because I wonder what's going on, what's happening. So I imagine that 
that would be like a raw spot for me, wouldn't it?

Zoya:

That's right. And on top of it being hurtful, that original feeling, right? Nobody either knew or nobody 
talked to you about what's happening. Right? And there was no kind of repair. There was no, "Oh, ow, 
oh, I hurt you. I'm so sorry. Let's do it differently." Right? That would have healed that raw spot in that 
moment. Unfortunately it probably, it happens again and again and again. And then when I'm an adult, 



right? Then as an adult, I should be smarter than that. I should be more mature. What's the big deal? 
And yet it hurts and I don't even realize. All I know is I'm really, really upset.

Sam:

Yeah. So these raw spots get struck and sometimes we don't even see it coming. It just all of a sudden 
hits us. And then that is enough to get us into an argument. Right? Because it's suddenly we feel a 
moment of disconnection. We feel like our partner doesn't have a sensitivity towards us, doesn't 
empathize with us or doesn't remember that we've talked about this in the past. Tell me about how raw 
spots lead to conflict in relationships, whether you're in a couple or not, also between friends or parent 
child or in the workplace.

Zoya:

Right. I think we, all of us have different strategies of dealing with the raw spots. Right? I might get upset 
and angry and blame. Right? You might try to sort of, like you were describing, you might try to kind of 
pursue the connection again and try to fix. Right? Or try to make it better, thinking, "Oh my God, we're 
disconnected. Let me fix it." Or maybe I kind of say to myself, "It's not a big deal." Right? I don't want to 
even feel the upset. I just like, "It's not a big deal. It's fine. Everybody's fine." Or maybe I do hurt, but I 
just shut down. I just withdraw to protect myself. So we all have different strategies, how to protect and 
take care of our raw spots.

Zoya:

And so that can lead to the patterns in relationships where if I am blaming, right, my partner for stepping
on my toe and being selfish and my partner feels defensive and they don't like it, which who likes to be 
blamed, and they defend themselves and they tell me I'm crazy. Right? Or they just say, I can't deal with 
it and shut me down and withdraw, then my hurt gets bigger and then I maybe protest more and I blame
more. And then my partner feels even worse and sort of feels like I'm a bad person. This is not fair. And 
so they then withdraw more or they defend more. And then we're stuck in this negative loop that we 
can't get out of.

Sam:

Right. And so I can totally see how when a raw spot is struck it can trigger this loop, this repetitive loop, 
this pattern of disconnection. And I guess the thing to then ask you is what do we do? How do couples 
deal with it? I mean, if you, I don't even know if everybody ever really tells each other what their 
sensitivities are, but what can couples or family members or colleagues do when even like... I mean, I'd 
be curious how you would think to handle this, even in the workplace. If you feel like, for example, a raw 
spot that comes to my mind in the workplace. This comes from one of my clients who he would do so 
much of the work for his manager, preparing a report, a project of sorts. And then his boss, his manager 
anyway, would present the results to the more executive level colleagues.

Sam:

And he wouldn't be invited. He wouldn't be invited to the executive meeting. He would feel excluded. 
Right? And when we explored it, exclusion was definitely something that he felt a lot growing up. He was
very excluded as a child in school. He was kind of always a child that was looked at as different and so 
kids wouldn't really hang out with him or play with him. It followed him all the way into his adulthood in 
the workplace. How would you address that with him? How would he then be able to address it? 
Because I can imagine with a couple, you go up to your partners and say, "Hey, you just stepped on my 



toe. You just pressed on... I have a sensitivity to this. You know this. You know my story. You know this 
comes from when I was a child. You know my dad used to get really quiet when he was upset and now 
you're being really quiet with me. It hurts my feelings. I feel anxious."

Sam:

I mean, I might either say something or I might get angry or I might do all kinds of things. But if in 
moments of calm, I might want to go to my partner and let them know that my raw spot was pressed. 
What should someone in the workplace do? Do you have some thoughts on this?

Zoya:

Right. Well, I do have some thoughts, as always. But the first thing I kind of want to, and which is what 
you're helping your client do, I want to reflect. So if this is a pattern, right, I keep finding myself doing a 
lot of work for other people and being excluded, right? How have I dealt with it growing up? Right? Is 
this what happened when I was occluded? I tried to work harder and earn my right to be included or did 
I withdraw myself and say, "I don't need you people anyway." How did I cope with that upsetting 
situation?

Sam:

Or did I get angry and just kind of like pull the pin out of a grenade and make the whole thing worse, or 
draw attention to myself in some way? You're right. What are the strategies?

Zoya:

Exactly. So if I can identify that and then think about, so is this playing out right now with my relationship
with my manager, right? Am I sort of not speaking up maybe in a appropriate way, right? We're not going
to go to our manager and cry about our raw spot. That would not be appropriate. But maybe I am scared
to say, "Hey, I would really appreciate to be included in this meeting." Have I asked for it? Right? And 
who is my boss? And do I have other options? Because in a business situation, you have to be also 
strategic, right?

Zoya:

And first to really maybe share some of my feelings with someone else before I can take any action. 
Because sometimes we need to really understand it, like he's doing with you, but you can do it with a 
friend, maybe with a colleague, to kind of process and see what else can be done. Right? So before we 
take action of what to do, I think we have to have some clarity about what is my role in it? What are the 
circumstances? What is possible? What is not possible? If I do speak up and don't get a response, then 
what? Will I accept that? or maybe say, you know what, maybe this is not a good place and maybe I need
to find a job where I am more recognized and included.

Sam:

Right. I really like what you're saying. Because in some ways it gives us an opportunity to deal with it 
without necessarily having to do something that would be kind of out of context for most businesses. 
With couples and families, I often recommend be more open, be more transparent, be vulnerable, let 
them know how you feel, use feeling words, tell them that this hurt you or that it makes you feel sad or 
lonely or scared. But in the workplace, it's a very different issue. And one of the things that I was thinking
about as you were saying about look at your own pattern of how you've dealt with this in the past, what 
have your strategies been? How we respond and the strategies we use are going to be received by 



others, like our colleagues, and in turn, they will be affected by our strategies and our reactions. And 
how they are affected will in turn lead them to react back towards us and in some way either confirm or 
dis-confirm those beliefs that we have about ourselves. It that kind of what keeps it going?

Zoya:

Exactly, exactly. That's how the pattern continues to exist. So the only way we can change it is through 
the change within us.

Sam:

So one way to make that change happen is if we really want them to change the way they are... I mean, 
if we want to change the way that our raw spots are pressed from others, by others, we need to 
understand also our role and our part in having those raw spots pressed. Although sometimes I 
imagine... So that makes sense in the workplace. But sometimes I imagine that often raw bots are 
accidentally pressed.

Zoya:

Yeah, yeah. Right. It's not about that we-

Sam:

That we like somehow lead our colleagues or partners to do it. That's not what we're saying.

Zoya:

Oh, no. I think we're all humans and people have their own sort of struggles and their own, they can be 
preoccupied and it often is not... It's accidental or driven by them, but we can play a role in terms of how
we respond.

Sam:

And maintain them.

Zoya:

Maintain them. Yeah.

Sam:

Right?

Zoya:

Exactly. Exactly. I think it is different when it's a family or a friend where there is a strong connection, 
right? It's a relationship that matters to us and hopefully matters to the other person. There we can have 
more of a dialogue, right? There we can be open to the other person's experience as well. Like maybe 
they are upset with us for always blaming them or maybe they are feeling also not seen or recognized by 
us and they're reacting in response. So it can be more mutual.

Sam:



Zoya, you're a mom. And I'm curious as a parent, what do you recommend to other parents with regards 
to this specifically? With regards to raw spots? Our kids have, since they... Children really are much more 
free, I think. This changes as they get older, unfortunately, but they're so much more free to show us and
share with us their hypersensitivities. They're expressive. They get mad. They get sad. They cry. What 
role and what can we as parents do to help our children with their hypersensitivities and their raw spots 
so that may be when they grow up, they don't keep those raw spots so much on the surface where it'll 
impact their connections and especially their love connections as [crosstalk 00:19:31]?

Zoya:

Well, I'm not sure you're going to like the answer, but the biggest thing you can do is to understand your 
own raw spots. Because oftentimes the only reason we don't know how to respond to our kids in a 
connected and responsive way is because we're ourselves triggered. And I certainly know that place in 
myself and the moments where my daughter is not just upset, but then upset with me for... And she's a 
daughter of a psychologist, so she has a lot of words and she knows my raw spots so she's happy to tell 
me to stop being a therapist or how... Look at you. You're a therapist, but you can't even be nice to me. 
She knows what to say. And so if I get defensive and if I get reactive, because-

Sam:

She pressed your raw spot.

Zoya:

Exactly. Then there's no way I could there for her.

Sam:

Right.

Zoya:

So number one job of us as parents is to work on yourself. Be clear. I remember when she was much 
younger, she was maybe five years old. And she was very dramatic. Anything, like the one little bump and
there was like big drama and we're getting very similar reports from school that there was a lot of big 
upsets. And I remember talking with a friend, a colleague, about this and there's something in that 
conversation, it suddenly hit me. I was trying so hard not to be like my mother and not to be very 
reactive because I got a lot of extreme reaction if I was upset or too much sort of intervening with me, 
and I didn't like it, it didn't feel good. So I was trying to stay very calm. And I was trying to sort of be very 
non-reactive.

Zoya:

But in doing that, I went to the other extreme, which meant my daughter did not feel that I was getting 
her upset so she had to get bigger. And when I realized that, the whole dynamic shifted within weeks. 
She stopped being dramatic because I could respond without being like my mother, but not going to the 
other extreme. So that's my number one answer, work on yourself and identify and talk to someone, a 
friend, hopefully, a therapist, anyone who can help you find those buttons that get pushed.

Sam:



And also, do you ever recommend talking to your children about their raw spots, their hypersensitivities?
Naming them, labeling them. Does that help?

Zoya:

It depends on the age. So you have to be thoughtful. My daughter now is 16, so I can certainly with her, 
in an appropriate moment, not when she's upset. No, that's not the time to talk about my raw spots. But
maybe later to help her understand where I was coming from. That it wasn't coming from a place of 
being mad at her or her being bad in any way or not caring. But a five year old, probably not so much.

Sam:

Right. Right. At least using very simple language. I want with a focus on couples for a moment. Because 
we're almost at the end of our time. But I'm just curious whether you could speak to the importance of 
being able to talk to one's partner about our hypersensitivities and the importance of empathy. I mean, 
the importance of vulnerability and the importance of empathy, with regards to raw spots.

Zoya:

Right. I think, you and I as both couples therapist and emotionally focused couples therapists believe 
that the security of the relationship is the goal and that security comes from being able to be vulnerable 
with each other. Right? If I'm able to take a risk with you and share with you things that maybe I'm 
ashamed of, or that's hard for me to feel and share, and you respond to me in a way that feels good, that
creates more security and then more joy and fun and all of the good stuff that good relationships are 
about. So it would be very helpful if I can tell my partner about my raw spots and have a sense of not 
being judged, right? Being accepted, or like you said, to receive empathy. Like I feel for you, right? Not 
trying to fix, not trying to make it smaller, not as important, but being able to be heard and received and 
understood.

Sam:

And to understand also the connections between our raw spot, their raw spot and also the origins of the 
raw spot. I don't know if we really, if there's room to talk about that with our partner?

Zoya:

Yeah. No, I think it would be great if there is... And as a partner, right? On the receiving end, I want to be 
curious and open. Right? Not analyze, not sort of pathologize-

Sam:

Right.

Zoya:

Right. But really stay curious and feel, right? Respond from a feeling. Like, "Oh, I hear this story and that 
makes me so sad." Or, "I hear the story how somebody hurts you and I'm mad on your behalf." Right?

Sam:

Right. A caring response. And so partners should be curious, should be caring, should be sensitive and 
should also, I hope, as their curiosity leads to greater comprehension of what the raw spot is and where 
it originally came from, to have their partners raw spots in mind. Hold it in mind. So that they can kind of



have more awareness and to kind of walk around those hypersensitivities, not press on those 
hypersensitivities so readily because you understand, lovingly understand, the kind of experience that 
your partner has had, the pain that they feel.

Zoya:

Right. And I'll add one more thing, which is that curiosity should also apply to checking in with my 
partner, whether my response is what they need or whether they need something else.

Sam:

That's excellent. Because they may not need empathy.

Zoya:

Yeah, exactly. Maybe they just need a hug or maybe they need you to do something or maybe they just 
needed to vent or whatever, share. And like my sixteen year old, her raw spot is actually when I get like...
What does she call it? I forget what she calls it. But if she bumped her shoulder. Right? And I go, 
[inaudible 00:27:32], she hates that and she's like, "Mom, I need you to stay cool." So I'm supposed to 
say, "Oh, are you okay?" In a very [inaudible 00:27:44] way. right? So she's been teaching me. And when I
fail, which of course I do, she's like, "Mama, you're doing that again." And I was like, "Oh, sorry." Right? 
And then again, checking in, what do you need right now? A hug? Okay. No, just feed me.

Sam:

Wonderful, Zoya. Thank you so much. Really appreciate you being with us today.

Zoya:

You're very welcome. It's a pleasure. And thank you for doing this very important work.

Sam:

One more question before we say goodbye. How can people find out about you and your work? Do you 
have a website? How can they get in touch?

Zoya:

Yes. I have a website. It's realcouplesprogram.com. And I'm in New York City, in Chelsea. I'm also 
accessible by email.

Sam:

Wonderful. Thank you so much, Zoya. You have been listening to Zoya Simakhodskaya. My name is Dr. 
Sam Jinich. And you've been listening to PeakConnection Podcast.


