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Week 110, Day 3: Richard Schwartz, PhD and Robert Hedaya, MD 

How to Stay Present with a Client Who Is Challenging 

Dr. Buczynski: You’ve probably experienced this before . . .  

. . . a client wants to push you away, so they attack your weaknesses.  

And it can be challenging to work with a client when that’s happening.  

So how do we stay present when those parts of our client start to lash out? 

Dr. Richard Schwartz explains how healing doesn’t always start with the client. 

Dr. Schwartz:  There are clients that have parts that specialize in making you feel that way as a therapist. 

Their total commitment is in getting rid of you, especially as you get close enough to the client to “do 

damage”  - to “hurt them” as their exiles begin to attach to you. A lot of these clients are called “borderline 

personality disorder,” which is a very pejorative way to view them.  

Back in the day when I was working with lots of those clients, these 

parts of them had been studying me for session after session and 

they know my weaknesses. They’ll find ways to hurt me, and then 

those parts of me come up and say, “I’m not the right therapist, or I 

can’t help this person – they’re too sick. They’re worse than I 

thought.” They’ll pathologize the client more and look for an opening to say, “You know, we just can’t keep 

doing this.” 

I got very good at catching those parts before they totally took over. I learned what they protected in me. 

Then I worked with those hurt parts of me that were so reactive to those kinds of attacks from my clients so 

these protectors didn’t have to pollute my consciousness about my client that way.  

There were some clients I did cut loose before I was able to do all that 

healing, and they suffered for it. But after I did that healing, I could 

stay present in the face of even those kinds of nasty protectors of 

clients. I could not take the bait. I could help them see it as a part 

that’s trying to get rid of me and let it know I get why it would want to 

“After I did that healing, I 

could stay present in the 

face of even those kinds of 

nasty protectors of clients.” 

“These parts of them had 

been studying me for 

session after session and 

they know my weaknesses.” 
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do that, but I’m going to stick around anyway. 

I’ve found clients like that to be my best what I call tor-mentors, 

with a hyphen between the tor and the mentor. By tor-menting me 

they were mentoring me about what I needed to heal so I could 

stay in self with them. When I could do that, and the protector 

sensed it couldn’t get rid of me, that actually was a huge corrective experience for the client. Now the 

protector could drop its weapon. I’d sort of “passed the test” and would be allowed more into the inner 

sanctum.  

Dr. Buczynski: As Dick said, sometimes getting past a client’s protectors means dealing with our own.  

Now, Dr. Robert Hedaya has his own method when it comes to staying present with a client.   

Here he shares the three unique ways he stays engaged both before and during a first session.   

Dr. Hedaya:  I think the foundational attitude one must have is an awareness in the front of your mind that 

you’re there to help and care about the person.  

You have to be aware they are in pain and approach the person with 

empathy for their pain. It can’t be rote or something that’s in the back 

of your mind. You have eight clients for the day, you’re going through 

your clients, and this is the next one. It cannot be. It’s really best [to] 

find some mechanism of bringing yourself into that awareness. [Maybe] it’s a prayer before you see a client. I 

have a Hebrew prayer that I say.  

Dr. Buczynski:  Would you share it? 

Dr. Hedaya: “El Na Refa Na Lahore – God, please help me heal this person.” I think that’s very important. You 

have to really come with your heart. That’s important; it changes your physiology and creates something - a 

difference in the field.  

I actually retired like four years ago and I was really burnt out from the administrative work. It hardened me. 

Even though I love helping people, it hardened me. Gradually, after I was retired for a while I started to 

remember what I loved, and I was looking to help people anywhere I could.  

Now I stay away from the administrative work as much as possible. I limit it and that allows me to not be 

“You have to be aware 

they are in pain and 

approach the person with 

empathy for their pain.”  

“By tor-menting me they 

were mentoring me about 

what I needed to heal so I 

could stay in self with them.” 
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broken down by the system. I approach it with empathy, prayer, and 

compassion for their pain. That’s the setting.  

The second piece is really listening. That can take two forms.  

One form is simply allowing space for them to speak and not jumping in with your own thoughts, advice, 

comments, et cetera – just simply allowing the space for them to open-up. The other way is to ask questions 

and get clarification.  

The other piece, and this is kind of an aside, but it’s related to empathy. 

You don’t just have empathy for your client; you also must have empathy 

for the people in their life. For example, I was talking with someone who 

was complaining about her mother-in-law. My client was clearly in distress. 

I have been doing this for a long time and I can understand the mother-in-

law’s perspective. The mother-in-law is scared – whatever it was.  

My job was to help this person have empathy for her mother-in-law and not just to say, “Oh, you poor thing. 

That’s terrible. You have such a miserable mother-in-law.” She might have walked away and said, “Oh, that’s 

great, he’s on my side,” and gone home to her husband and said, “He even says that…” you know?  

My job was to help her step out of herself and have empathy for her mother-in-law. I was able to  ground 

that in the family history. “Look, your mother-in-law came from this situation. It would be natural for her to 

be afraid of losing her son…” or whatever it was. The light bulb went on and she started crying. It was quite 

healing for her. 

You come at it with empathy for all concerned, which loosens things 

up for your client. They don’t need to be locked in a ball of anger or 

frustration with their worldview. You want to open that up. That’s the 

general attitude, I would say: compassion, empathy, love – right?  

Dr. Buczynski: As Robert said, approaching your client with empathy may not be enough.  

You may also have to have empathy for others in their life.  

Now tomorrow, we’ll look at how we can keep couples engaged without triggering a reluctant partner.  

But first I’d like to hear from you.  How will you use these ideas in your work today? 

“You don’t just have 

empathy for your 

client; you also must 

have empathy for the 

people in their life.” 

“I approach it with 

empathy, prayer, and 

compassion for their pain.” 

“You come at it with 

empathy for all concerned, 

which loosens things up for 

your client.” 
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Please leave a comment below.  And maybe take a moment to read through other people’s comments and 

leave a comment on their comment.  That’s what really brings this community together.  

I’ll see you tomorrow.  


