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Week 112, Day 4: Ron Siegel, PsyD and Zindel Segal 

How to Address Common Warning Signs in the First Session 

Dr. Buczynski: You’ve probably had clients who’ve said or done something in a first session that raised a red 

flag. So here, Dr. Ron Siegel walks us through three potential problems that can come up in a first session and 

how he approaches them. 

Dr. Siegel: I’m very glad you asked about warning signs because I think we perhaps don’t discuss this enough 

among one another as clinicians.  

The first one, which sounds silly, but is a really important warning sign is if a person no-shows or comes quite 

late for a first session. Maybe they hit unusual traffic or something 

weird happened with their electronic scheduling system, but usually 

that connotes to me a certain level of ambivalence. It’s hard to 

address that level of ambivalence in a first session without being off-

putting; but I certainly register that as a warning sign that this person 

probably is going to need more effort on my part to form an alliance and develop some trust.  

Another real warning sign is idealization: when somebody comes in and tells me, “Oh, you’re the best ever.” 

In the case of my work, they’ve often read things I’ve written or perhaps 

have seen videos that are available about me talking about various topics. 

They say, “You understand in a way nobody else does.”  

I think this is probably not going to end well and I really want to investigate with them the idealization. What 

have they heard, what was it they resonated with, and what seemed important? In some way I normalize 

that so they get, “No, I’m an ordinary human being who may have some experience in this area and intends 

to be helpful, but that’s what I am here.” 

The third warning sign I think about is when somebody is sharing more 

than they’re prepared to share. Very often, especially for people who 

haven’t been in psychotherapy much before, simply somebody being 

interested, roughly warm, empathic, understanding, and curious …. it all 

comes out. You really see this with adolescents who maybe never told 
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anybody about what they’re thinking and feeling. T 

hey tell you they get home and think, “Oh, my God – I told him all that stuff!” They won’t come back because 

they feel too exposed. This can happen with adults as well.  

Very often, if I’m getting a sense of that, I will interrupt somebody early on and say, “While you’re sharing 

with me so many of these intimate and moving/difficult experiences, I just want to have you pause for a 

moment. Sometimes, I find that if somebody’s new to therapy they share everything, and then they feel sort 

of flooded or too exposed, and uncomfortable. I just want to check in with you whether you feel that might 

happen here or if this feels okay to keep going in this direction.”  

People are good with that; they can tell, often, if they’re simply alerted to it as a possibility. 

Dr. Buczynski: Ron mentioned three warning signs, including the idea of idealizing a therapist  

Now, Dr. Zindel Segal once had this very same thing happen to him. Here Zindel gives us his specific story of 

how he handled one client’s request that could have altered their first session. 

Dr. Segal:  First sessions. One of the patients I saw came to our first session with a copy of the book The 

Mindful Way Through Depression.  

I’ve got an office where I walk up the stairs. He knocked on the door and I opened the door. [It was the] first 

time I met him and this is a very extroverted person who is a chief financial officer for a publishing company – 

a very corporate, business-type of person. He shows me the book and says, “It’s a pleasure to meet you. I 

have your book – would you mind autographing it for me?”  

My mind is spinning, “What do I say?” This is the first time I’ve met him, “What do I do?”  

He was offering it in a way which was very friendly and almost nonchalant. But the other part of it was I felt 

he was starting to build, or maybe came already armed with, a vision of what I and our therapy was all about 

- which I wasn’t necessarily sure I wanted to sign on for. 

I remember standing at the top of the stairs; we hadn’t even come into the office. I tried to use a bit of 

humor and said, “Oh, wow – that’s great, you’ve got the book. I’m glad to see it’s of interest. Why don’t we 

come in and have our session and we can talk about signing it at the end of the session.”  

I kind of postponed it, but I could feel my mind racing around all these possibilities. I didn’t want to appear 
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rude and didn’t want to be uncourteous, but also I didn’t want it to color the potential of what we had and 

were about to do. [I didn’t want it to] feed into a stereotyped image that he’s seeing this celebrated author 

and “everything’s going to be good.”  

I didn’t believe that and didn’t want him to. I didn’t want to have 

him land too hard away from that illusion. 

Straight off the bat, how do you make it into a good therapy 

session the first time you meet someone? Sometimes it’s not 

about what you do, but it’s really how you react to what the 

person is bringing in to you from their expectations or beliefs.  

Dr. Buczynski: When clients come to us with high expectations because of who we are, it can affect our 

ability to form a healthy relationship. 

That’s why it’s important to manage those expectations from the very first session. 

Now, I’d like to hear what you think. How will you use these ideas in your practice today? Please leave a 

comment below.  

Now, tomorrow is Friday which means it’s time for our Critical Insights session. I’ll be joined by doctors Kelly 

McGonigal and Ron Siegel to unpack the ideas from this week’s experts. I’ll see you there.  

“Sometimes it’s not about what 

you do, but it’s really how you 

react to what the person is 

bringing in to you from their 

expectations or beliefs.” 


