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Week 112, Day 2: Shelly Harrel, PhD 

How to Build a Relationship that Respects Cultural Dynamics 

Dr. Buczynski: A couple of weeks ago, Lynn Lyons told us about a client she helped by disclosing her own 

struggle with anxiety.  

Here, Dr. Shelly Harrell shares one of the ways she establishes a more human connection with her clients.  

Dr. Harrell: Making the first session great, in part, requires some initial contact.  

Allow the client to tell a little bit of their story and allow/invite them to ask questions. We’re beginning to 

assess fit and allowing the client to get to know [the therapist] a bit as well.  

It’s not only a conversation about fees and schedule but also, “What are you looking for? What prompted 

you to call me?”  

Now we have the Internet. I don’t even know if I’ve gotten a client in the last few years who hasn’t googled 

me! So, “What have you learned about me that has brought you to reach out?” Allow the client to ask 

questions. 

The way I work is I see therapy as a collaborative activity. [It’s] not so much me as “the expert,” although I 

certainly embrace my own professional experience and expertise, but I think it’s important for the client to 

experience me as a human being. Even in the first phone call I allow 

my personality, and be as natural as I can, so the client can get a feel 

for what it might be like to work with me. 

I feel like that kind of contact, for me, before the first session is 

really important. So one thing is the pre-session contact. I’m very open to answer questions and invite clients 

in that pre-session contact as well as in the first session. 

Dr. Buczynski:  Do you answer personal questions or more clinical questions? 

Dr. Harrell:  One of the things I will do over the phone if those kinds of questions come up is say, “I would be 

glad for us to talk [in] more detail about who you are and who I am when we meet.” I don’t necessarily want 

to set a precedent that I’m going to answer every personal question that comes up; but the way I work, I 

“It’s important for the client 

to experience the therapist 

as a human being.” 
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don’t see that as off-limits.  

If it feels like that is important, sometimes culturally as well, to 

establish trust and credibility, then yes I will sometimes share 

basic information with the client. I sometimes think if we make 

too big of a deal about it, then it becomes too big of a deal. 

Sometimes just answer a question like, “Yes, I am,” and the client 

moves on. That will vary, and my preference would be to talk about those kinds of things face to face.  

Let me go back to what I said about sometimes culturally that’s important. I think people have different ideas 

about what therapy is. They have issues around trust. I think the concept of having a situation where that is 

not reciprocal - where you’re pouring your heart out and you know absolutely nothing about the other 

person - sometimes replicates asymmetries that exist between 

different groups [such as] dominant and historically oppressed 

groups.  

I think therapy is a place where people can sometimes benefit from 

feeling like, “We are both human beings here in this room. There is 

not this power differential that exists out there.” There is of course a 

power differential that is implicit in the professional-client 

relationship. At the same time we can insert a humanness and honor 

the other person’s humanity. Part of honoring that other person’s humanity is in showing our own.  

I think those kinds of things are really, really powerful. They create a relationship and a foundation where 

people can sometimes feel the willingness to take risks and disclose because there’s a sense of the therapist’s 

humanity: the therapist as a real person with a real life as well. 

Of course, those are places where we want to tread lightly and use appropriate professional judgment.  

Again, I think sometimes therapy, and that first session, can be enhanced 

by establishing a sense of our shared humanity. Not the clinical “I’m trying 

to find your diagnosis and what’s the label I’m going to put on you.” That, 

for me, isn’t always the place to start.  

I know in some settings you have to do a formal intake, get that diagnosis right away, and put it in the 

system. I absolutely appreciate those constraints; but if you have the flexibility to allow/begin to develop that 

“I don’t necessarily want to set 

a precedent that I’m going to 

answer every personal 

question that comes up; but  I 

don’t see that as off-limits.” 

“Therapy is a place where 

people can sometimes 

benefit from feeling like we 

are both human beings 

here in this room. There is 

not this power differential 

that exists out there.”  

“That first session can 

be enhanced by 

establishing a sense of 

our shared humanity.” 
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relationship and therapeutic alliance, that provides the foundation for clients to maybe disclose more about 

their symptoms.  

We know clients don’t always share all there is to share. Some things get left out, are not told, or are 

minimized. We can facilitate that first session to get a bit more disclosure so we can diagnose or assess 

accurately. I think it really starts with the relationship and establishment of that sense of shared humanity 

and trust. I think from there, first and subsequent sessions are enhanced.  

I always make time for clients’ questions at both the beginning and end of first sessions. I’ll often start with, 

“As you come in, is there anything you’re bringing into this meeting that I can address?” At the end, I’ll ask 

before we stop, “I want to give you a few minutes to ask any questions that might have come up for you as 

we’ve been meeting.” [This is] so there’s always a sense that their voice is important, that I want to hear their 

voice, and it’s not just a barrage of my questions; they can have wonderings and curiosities and ask questions 

as well. 

Dr. Buczynski: Sometimes being more open with our clients can help us form a relationship. 

Tomorrow, we’ll hear how an impromptu exit interview helped one practitioner learn an approach he now 

strives to use in every 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.  


