
Facilitators: Veronica Takes OT Reg. (Ont.) and Heidi Reznick OT Reg.(Ont.)
Contributor: Robert Scott

ABI Network Conference, November 10, 2016

Feeling stuck with your client: 
Negotiating the therapeutic alliance



The Ideal Client
• Cooperative

• Grateful

• Does not complain

• Cheerful

• Works towards goals

• And looks like George Clooney :) 





Today's Objectives

• To recognize that resistance is a normal part of all 
therapy, relationships, and behavioural change

• To explore tools that can help us and our clients 
move forward from difficult situations

• To provide opportunities for reflection and discussion 
that can be carried into our daily work



Agenda
Introduction

Understanding Resistance

Building the Tool Box

A Client’s Perspective 

The Power of Empathy

Evoking Change
Wrap Up Discussion



• Feeling stuck with our clients can make us feel 
useless, frustrated and ineffective 

• Feeling stuck can make us feel lost and insecure 
about our clinical skills 

• We sometimes label clients as "difficult" but they 
see us a "difficult" too. We need to understand 
ourselves and others better to be truly effective. 



A difficult client is not a label or even a person. 

It's the interplay of many factors in the relations 
between the therapist and the client and between the 
team and the client. 



Do you have a relationship 
problem?

• Is there a "communication breakdown" or "tension" in 
the client-therapist relationship?

• Are you not recognizing what the client needs/wants?

• Are you not  recognizing the client’s expectations for 
recovery?

• Is the client experiencing other stressors?



Common Therapist 
Reactions

• Work Harder Than The Client: "I did X, Y and Z. 
It is all in place but the client won't buy in or 
follow through."

• Exhaustion: "This client stresses me out. I really 
don't think I can work well with this client."

• Resignation: "There is nothing I can do. I have 
tried everything. I am just not effective with his 
client."



Common Client Reactions

• Withdrawal rupture: Client withdraws from the 
therapeutic process

• Confrontation rupture: Client expresses hostility 
towards therapist



• When you're "stuck in mud", feel like you're "pushing 
against a wall", or like you're  "walking on egg shells", 
realize it's a normal part of the change process.

• A "rupture" in the therapeutic relationship is not a bad 
thing, as long as you tend to it. Let's learn how to 
navigate the path of resistance and behavioural change 
as a group and explore potential solutions....





• A Client’s Perspective

• The Power of Empathy

• Evoking Change

Building the Tool Box





LIFE CHANGING 
INJURY













My Life was on Plan and fulfilling from both a 
Personal and Professional Perspective …. 

Or so I thought.



I crashed my ATV at our cottage on June 23/12



Sunnybrook Hospital (June 24/12 – July 25/12)



Was transferred to TORONTO REHAB 5 wks later
By then I was reasonably coherent, aware of what had happened 
and realized I was messed up!

• Learned my drivers license had been indefinitely suspended (I 
wasn’t happy!)

• Physical balance was terrible (like I was drunk)

• Problem solving, word finding and reading was a disaster (like I 
had dyslexia) 

• Attention span was “ZERO”!

• Memory was bad and I couldn’t remember even simple pictures 
(couldn’t tell therapist what 35/40 were because I had no idea!)



“I WAS THE MOST TERRIFIED I’VE EVER BEEN!”
• What have I done?

• What do I do now?

• Will my family stay with someone who can’t remember 

names, places, things, solve problems, read, and 

communicates like an idiot?

• How will my friends react if I am a shell of my former self?

• Will I ever work again and if not will we become bankrupt?

• Will I ever drive again?

• Will I ever play sports and ride my beloved Harley again?



Life “Post Hospital”!



DRIVING HOME FROM TRI WAS A PIVOTAL 
MOMENT! 

1. I was going home so thought my life would immediately be 
back on track!

This assumption was obviously “Wrong” 

2. Loretta told me my OT & SLP were going to immediately 
start working with me and said:

a. She fully trusts them and they really care about me so I 
should as well!

b. Take my “guarded business guy” hat OFF and be open, 
candid and absolutely honest with them!

c. Don’t be a smart alike “Ass” and I should do what they 
suggest!

I “Fully Adopted” these suggestions!



MY REHABILITATION JOURNEY!
• Worked for over two years very, very hard with a broad team 

of therapists on recovering many of my cognitive & physical 
skills!

• Colleagues provided weekly feedback to OT/SLP on my 
progress with planning, problem solving, communication, etc. 

problems for over five months!

• Got my driver license back from MTO!
• Unsuccessfully tried to return to work after six months of 

rehab!

• Worked through a roller coaster of emotions ….. including 
depression and feeling like a failure!

• Now feel very grateful where recovery efforts have brought 
me!



I was clearly a challenging and resistant client who wanted to 
do things like before my ABI and was pretty stubborn ….. 

Thank goodness I
FULLY TRUSTED & LISTENED TO MY THERAPISTS

and didn’t just do what I did before or those mistakes would 
have negatively impacted the rest of my life!! 

IN CONCLUSION



1. Learned my pre-injury traits and behaviors!

2. Found a style to form a bond with me so I “fully trusted

them”!

3. Identified how I may respond to treatment, change, challenge

and them and incorporated it into the plan!

4. Didn’t give up and pushed me hard in a supportive way!

KEY FACTORS IN MY SUCCESSFUL REHAB WERE 
BECAUSE MY THERAPISTS:



“If I can’t break through the wall or 
obstacle then I must find a way to: 

Go Over, Under or Around it 
to achieve my goal!”

Michael Jordan

In retrospect I needed their skills, talents & perseverence
more then I initially realized/appreciated so a saying that 

certainly helped me may apply to your clients 

…………………………………………………………………



The Trust and Respect I had for my
therapists was foundational for my
favorable recovery journey!

Although your overall skills & knowledge are very important ….

From my perspective, the Connection
that you initially achieve with your
clients, whether you’ve known them for
3 min or 3 yrs, is a Critical Success
Factor in their recovery!



Thank you! 



The Power of Empathy



http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1Evwgu369Jw

Brené Brown is social worker, researcher and public speaker



Research
• Ability for a therapist to use reflective listening has 

a significant positive effect on outcome.

• Success rates are directly related to how
empathetic the therapist is (Miller, 2009)

• The relationship is the most therapeutic aspect of 
the heath care encounter (Tresolini, C.P. and Pew 
Fetzer Task Force, 1994)



Empathy phrases

• I am so glad you told me....

• Yes...that makes so much sense...

• Of course that would be hard for you...

• That really sucks ….



Evoking  Change



• Understanding your client's readiness for change is critical to 
achieving goals according to behavioural therapists, Dr. 
Prochaska and Dr. DiClemente

• The Model of Change has 5 distinct stages

• Each stage of change requires a different approach

• It is essential to "start where the client is at" in order to 
develop a therapeutic alliance/partnership in meeting 
mutually agreed upon goals

• If the therapist-client are misaligned (which can happen 
anytime) then we will experience "resistance" and a sense of 
hopelessness/burn-out

• Ask yourself or the client: Which of the following stages 
describes the client's readiness to change? 





What about practice context?



Assess Readiness

How do you feel at this moment about making a small 
change?

Are you prepared to change?



Pre-Contemplation
"Ignorance is bliss"

• Validate lack of readiness 

• Clarify that decision is 
theirs

• Encourage self-
exploration, not action

• Ask permission to share 
information



Contemplation or Preparation
"Sitting on the fence" or "Testing the waters"

• Validate where the client 
is at

• Elicit client's own 
reasons for change

• Support self-efficacy and 
explore past successes 



Why are you  a (higher number) and not a 
(lower number)?

What would it take for you to move from (lower 
number) to (higher number)?
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