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Week 111, Day 1: Bill O’Hanlon, LMFT 

A Two-Step Process to Establish a Meaningful Connection 

Dr. Buczynski: We want to build a good relationship with every person who walks through our doors . . .  

. . . but sometimes, we just don’t mesh with a client. So what do we do? 

Here, Bill O’Hanlon describes how quickly he knows that there’s going to be a problem and what he 

recommends to therapists in that situation.  

Mr. O’Hanlon:  I come to this realization within the first five or ten minutes. I used to think, “It’s just some 

misunderstanding and we’ll get past it.” I would go on, sometimes for 20 sessions, and it just didn’t work out 

for me. Maybe [it didn’t] work out for other people.  

I don't know what their stance on that is, but I learned that is not a good 

thing for me. I really have to like everybody I work with because I want 

to be 100 percent for them, with nothing holding back. 

I used to train therapists and sometimes I would see them in front of the 

mirror. They’d be all kind and everything. Then they’d go behind the mirror (because I would be observing) 

and they’d say, “What a jerk.”  

I’d say, “I don’t want you to work with this person. It’s not good. I don’t want you to be thinking bad things of 

this person because you’re not going to be fully there.  Somehow I think that’ll leak out. I think that they’ll 

know it in some way – that you’re not for them, you don’t approve of them, and you really do not like them.” 

I think another thing is how do you build rapport with people? How do you build that connection with 

people? I do this thing that I’ve talked about in some of my books and in my work when I’ve taught. I’ve 

thought about it a lot. It’s this delicate balance of acknowledgement and 

possibility and of joining people where they are - inviting them out of 

where they are.  

It’s a delicate dance and balance. It’s almost like the sport of curling that 

I’ve never played but I’ve seen it in the Olympics. You’re sweeping right 

in front of some big puck-like thing - a stone on the ice. You’re trying to move people forward (for me in 
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therapy). I’m sweeping right in front of people and joining with 

them so carefully where they are now, but also sweeping open 

possibilities in front of them.  

How do I know when they’re ready to change? They start talking 

about change. They start talking about the future instead of the 

past or what is bothering them. They start talking about things they want to do rather than what they don’t 

want. I just keep saying, “Okay, you’re in this depressing situation,” or, “You’re in this bad marriage,” or, “You 

have a job you don’t like.”  

I keep acknowledging and joining with them in that, and validating them for their feelings and their 

experience. At the same time I say, “And what would you like to do instead?” – various questions like that. 

When they start to move and change their conversation, I know they’re doing that; the stone is moving on 

the ice. 

That’s part of the rapport. Not just saying, “How do you feel about that? That sounds terrible.” That’s a 

certain kind of connection - but it’s just joining them where they are and not inviting them to change. I think 

what they come there for is to be understood - not judged - and to have some help in changing. I think I’m 

doing both of those in the first moments. 

The other thing is how I know when things are going well. 

Obviously, you can read the nonverbals but sometimes they’re off 

about that. I have two questions I ask that make sure I’m on track 

or things are going the way I imagine them going - if I think they’re 

going well.  

Near the end of the session I usually ask, “Is there anything I haven’t asked you or something I’ve missed? 

Something I should ask you that I haven’t thought to?” Most of the time they go, “No, I think we’ve covered 

it.” But occasionally they’ve said something and, “Whoa! I wouldn’t have imagined; I wouldn’t have even 

thought to ask that.”  

That’s something they’ve had in the back of their mind like, “I just want to say this or ask this.” It opens up a 

whole new direction. Maybe it gets to the key issue they didn’t ever bring up because they were talking 

about something else. When I ask that question, “Did I miss something or is there something I should have 

asked?” it sometimes opens up really helpful directions and information for me. 
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The final question I often ask in therapy is, “What will you take away from this session that you’ll use in your 

life or you think will make a difference?” I’ve asked that question thousands of times by now. Most of the 

time, again, it’s pretty obvious because you both know what you’ve 

talked about in the session.  

It’s pretty obvious what happened, but sometimes they’ll say 

something that just absolutely blows my mind and shocks me - 

sometimes in a good way and sometimes in a bad way. It’s like, “Oops! We didn’t even talk about that, and 

you’re talking about this now?” You know, we’re right at the end of the session.  

It gives me valuable information that either confirms my sense that the session went well or sometimes, 

[that] it’s gone way better than I ever imagined. But sometimes I’ve missed something pretty crucial.  

Dr. Buczynski:  And that last question, do you ask it mostly in just the first session, or throughout treatment? 

Mr. O’Hanlon:  I ask it occasionally throughout treatment but especially in the first session. I think it’s so 

important to get your course direction, if you’ve missed something.  

You don’t know this person very well at this point in the first session. How they answer that question is really 

instructive for me about their general ways of dealing with the world and what came across in this session.  

If something goes wrong, like it’s not a good session or I’ve missed something really crucial, what do I do? I 

ask them more about that and to come back and give me a chance to find out more, or I apologize.  

“I missed that and I’m so sorry. I thought you were saying this, and obviously I’ve got it wrong.” I make 

adjustments or I apologize. Sometimes that feedback gives me the 

chance to repair something that could have [caused them to] take off 

and never come back; because I just didn’t get it and missed 

something pretty crucial. 

I think it’s nice to ask every once in a while in a session, “Is this going 

in the direction you want it to go?” Most of the time I know 

intuitively, but occasionally I’m not sure. I’m not getting the feedback from the person, or I think it’s going 

swimmingly and maybe it’s not…. giving that person a chance to just jump in [but] some people won’t.  

“If something goes wrong, 
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I know other people use surveys they have people fill out after the session, Scott Miller and his colleagues do 

that. I don’t tend to do it in such a formal way, and maybe that’s a better way to do it because it’s like filling 

out a feedback form at a workshop. You might be more honest in a written thing - you don’t have to sit in 

front of the person. But again, hopefully I trust my intuition and sense of connection with the client a little 

better than that. 

Dr. Buczynski: Learning what a client will take away from the first session can give us an idea of whether 

we’re on the same page.  

Now tomorrow, we’ll learn what one practitioner says is crucial to uncover in a first session . . .   

. . . and how uncovering it will help our client return to therapy for the right reason.  

But now I’d like to hear from you.  How will you use these ideas in your work today? Please leave a comment 

below. I’ll see you tomorrow.  


