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Week 112, Day 1: Pat Ogden, PhD 

How to Engage the Client in the Path to Healing  

Dr. Buczynski: Our client’s attitude toward therapy can either help or harm their progress.  

But it’s not just their viewpoint that can impact success.    

Here, Dr. Pat Ogden explains the role our attitude plays in creating a collaborative first session.  

Dr. Ogden:  I think a first session with a client is absolutely critical. There’s an opportunity there, that we 

often don’t think of consciously, to start the process of providing an experience that has been absent for the 

client from the very beginning - even from when they call you up on the phone.  

I think the kind of experience the client has depends on a lot of 

things like the therapist’s skill, resonance, et cetera. I think the 

philosophical and spiritual attitude the therapist has is essential in 

determining the success of the first session.  

We have a certain set of principles that guide us in forming a 

relationship with a client which is very different from how I learned psychotherapy in the sixties and 

seventies. What I learned as a therapist back then was that I was the authority. I should have the answers, 

know what’s best for the client, and take responsibility to make sure they get better. 

When I met Ron Kurtz, in ’72 or ’73, he had a very different way of working which impacted me so much. The 

different way of working I learned from him suited my nature much better than being the authority, for one, 

and it gave me a way to define the therapeutic relationship.  

What I came to believe is if the clients were going to have faith in me – 

the therapist – yes, I needed to be competent. I needed to know what 

I’m doing as a therapist, but more than that I need to have faith in them. 

I need to be able to impart the sense that they have what they need to 

heal inside themselves. It’s a principle we call organicity. Gregory 

Bateson coined that term. It means every living system has its own 

mystery of unfolding in evolution whether it’s a plant or human being. 

“The philosophical and 

spiritual attitude the therapist 

has is essential in determining 

the success of the first session.  

“If the clients were 

going to have faith in 

me, the therapist, I need 

to be able to impart the 

sense that they have 

what they need to heal 

inside themselves.” 
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In therapy that means the answers don’t lie with the therapist; they lie 

with the client. That attitude alone, I feel, in my work helps assure the 

success of the session. It starts to provide right away an experience that 

was missing for the client.  

If you believe the answer lies within the client then you don’t need to be pushy. You don’t have to be 

authoritarian. Your job is more to guide them to finding that answer inside – which isn’t accomplished by 

force. 

In my work in sensorimotor psychotherapy there’s principles of organicity, nonviolence - no need to use 

force. It’s the sense that “We’re in it together. I’m not the 

authority and you’re not the lowly client. We’re really partners in 

your healing. We’re working together towards the same end.” 

There’s a feeling of unity and collaboration.  

I’m likely to say, “Well, you know, I’m not sure” when they ask me 

questions like, “Do you think there’s hope for me? Do you think I’m 

going to get better?” I say, “Well, let’s talk about that together. Let’s design, try some things, and then see. 

We can find out from our experience.” 

The most important critical piece – Ron always said, “We have to be ‘friendly unconscious.’ We have to do 

that right away or there’s no point in the client being there in therapy.” That was in the seventies.  

In the twenty-first century we might think about it a little bit differently. We have to work with the implicit 

self and help the client’s social-engagement system come online. That ventral-vagal complex that can be 

engaged with the world and with others is essential.  

I think the way we can do that is track meticulously and recover when the client has a reaction that isn’t one 

that’s socially engaged. For example, if I say something…anything...and the client squints, pulls back (it’s 

usually not that obvious), or tightens up – I want to recover from that right away. I want to say, “That didn’t 

quite land, did it? Something about that didn’t seem quite right for you.” I want to recover from that right 

away because that brings us right back into attunement with each other.  

Dr. Buczynski: As Pat said, the way we approach the client’s issue can define a first session. See, when a 

client can immediately feel that sense of partnership, it can open up stronger paths to healing. 

“The answers don’t lie 

with the therapist; they 

lie with the client.” 

“ I’m not the authority and 

you’re not the lowly client. 

We’re really partners in your 

healing—there’s a feeling of 

unity and collaboration.” 
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Now tomorrow, we’ll learn how we can start to build a sense of humanity with clients before the first 

session.  

But now, I’d like to hear what you think.  

Please share your thoughts in the comments below, and I’ll see you tomorrow.  


