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Week 110, Day 1: Marsha Linehan, PhD 

How to Approach Working with a Client Who Is Hostile  

Dr. Buczynski: According to Dr. Marsha Linehan, a challenging client needs therapy more than anyone else.  

But how do we gauge a client’s willingness to be in therapy? 

Dr. Linehan: I guess it’s more their tenor – how the client is speaking to me. Do they seem to understand 

what I’m saying? Am I understanding what they’re saying? Do they seem to have a set of problems that really 

could be helped with some sort of therapy – either our therapy or some other therapy? I know I’ve had cases 

where I told people I thought another therapy would be more effective or they might like it better.  

In general, I’m trying to see whether the problems they have are in line 

with problems I think I could probably be helpful with. I’m not as 

concerned with whether I want to treat them or not; I’m more concerned 

with whether I think I can help them or not. I’m concerned with whether 

they think I can help them or want me to help them. I guess I don’t care if 

they think I can help them; I’m more interested in do they want therapy 

with me or not? 

I’ve had a lot of people who came in who were mean, yelled and screamed, and did stuff like that. I don’t 

allow my students to kick a person out for that reason, so I don’t do it either. 

Dr. Buczynski:  And why not? 

Dr. Linehan: Because I think a person who’s mean and yells and screams at you needs therapy more than 

everybody else. Being nice is not what makes you need psychotherapy. If you want to do it, you have to take 

them all. We’ve had a bunch of people who could be mean at the beginning, and I’ve had a bunch of people 

who could be mean for a long time.  

Dr. Buczynski:  And how do you deal with that? 

Dr. Linehan:  I tell them I don’t like it but I don’t tell them 

I’m going to quit. I tell them, “I don’t like it – a), b), you’re going to have a hard time building a life you want if 

you keep this up. This is not the behavior anybody else likes either, therefore, we have to figure out a way to 

“I’m not as concerned 

with whether I want to 

treat them or not; I’m 

more concerned with 

whether I think I can 

help them or not.” 

“If you want to do psychotherapy, 

you have to take them all.” 
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change it. What is it I’m doing that’s making it so hard for you to change your behavior?”  

In general, that’s pretty much how I go at it. I’ve certainly told some clients, “You cannot call me this many 

times. I’ve told you that before. I can only talk at this time.”  

What we can’t do is tell clients we won’t take phone calls. I can tell them, “If you get on the phone and you 

don’t have a legitimate problem I can help you with, then I may not be able to talk to you.” In general, we 

don’t really allow therapists arbitrarily to say they won’t talk to clients.  

Now, they always can not talk to them. Let’s say they’ve just had a baby and they’re feeding the baby, “I can’t 

talk to you now.” There’s a lot of ways to manage when you will talk on the phone. A large part of clients 

being able to call us is it’s our opportunity to teach them how to interact with a person in such a way that the 

other person wants to talk to them.  

It’s not like we don’t say, “I don’t want to talk to you when you act like this.” I’ve said that many times to 

clients. Our goal is to get them to a point in their lives [where] they interact in such ways that other people 

want to talk to them. In effect what we all try to do is get them to act in such a way that we want to talk to 

them. That’s for telephone calls.  

We also try to help them in sessions interact in such a way that we want to treat them. Although we may 

take very difficult to treat people who aren’t very nice, most other people won’t. Our job is to get them to act 

in such a way that other people would want them also.  

Dr. Buczynski:  How do you go about doing that? 

Dr. Linehan:  We tell them they’re going to need to learn that, if they want other people to want to deal with 

them. You’d be amazed what you can find out/get done by helping them see their lives would be better if 

they change. Not that they should change, or they’re the bad person and other people are the good thing. It’s 

more that, “Your behavior is the kind of behavior other people don’t want to deal with. What we have to 

figure out is how to change your behavior such that other people want to do the very things you want them 

to do.”  

It’s a question of how to be more effective with other people, but we 

don’t treat it as, “You’re a problem.” We treat it as, “Your behavior 

might be a problem.” That doesn’t mean “You’re a problem.”  

“We treat it as, Your 

behavior might be a 

problem. That doesn’t 

mean, You’re a problem.”  
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Dr. Buczynski: As Marsha said, a difficult client may need our help to see how changing their behavior can 

make life easier.  

Now tomorrow, we’ll look at what a client may need from you before they’ll even show up to their first 

session. But first, I’d like to hear from you: How will you use these ideas in your work with clients? 

Please leave a comment below, and I’ll see you tomorrow.  


