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Week 113, Day 1: Sue Johnson, EdD 

How to Work with Clients’ Fears in the First Session  

Dr. Buczynski: The first session can be a very vulnerable time for our clients. 

And according to Dr. Sue Johnson, people feel even more vulnerable when they’re coming in for that first 

session with a partner.  

So when we’re seeing a couple, how can we create a safe space for both partners?  

Dr. Johnson: First sessions are obviously very important because people have all kinds of fears and 

expectations coming in. From an EFT point of view what we want is for people to immediately start to feel 

safe and hopeful. If we’re talking about couples therapy one of the tricky 

things is that people feel even more vulnerable in a first session when 

they come in with their partner, because they don’t know what their 

partner is going to say.  

What’s the worst fear of any client coming for couple therapy? They’re often terrified of hearing dreadful 

things from their partner and feeling rejected and abandoned by their partner. They’re going to hear that 

their partner wants a divorce or something. The therapist is somehow going to point out that it’s all their 

fault because they’ve failed as a human being. The usual fight they have in their house is going to take over in 

the session and the therapist won’t be able to help them.  

They have incredible fears, coming in. I think they’re more afraid when they 

come in as couples than they are as individuals. After all, as an individual I 

can just shut the therapist out and stop talking if I really want to. With families the whole family comes in, 

but when you come in as a couple in a distressed relationship you’re real vulnerable. 

In EFT we try to create a collaborative relationship and safety right 

off the bat. After all, we’re Rogerians – that’s what it’s all about.  

What’s the main way we do that? The very first thing we have to do 

is show up as a person who can be seen (you don’t trust what you 

don’t see) and is predictable. I have to show up as a genuine, transparent, emotionally engaged person.  

“We want people to 

immediately start to feel 

safe and hopeful.” 

“They have incredible 

fears, coming in.” 

“Try to create a collaborative 

relationship and safety right 

off the bat.  
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For example, I will never let anyone call me “Dr. Johnson.” That puts 

me on a distant pedestal. I’m not interested in being “Dr. Johnson,” 

so I say, “Please call me Sue.”  

In my office I have pictures of my children, me dancing the tango, my 

dog, my cottage, and birds I’ve taken pictures of. People can look 

around and get a feel. People will say, “those are nice pictures of birds,” and I say, “Yes, I took that picture. 

I’m really proud of it.” I show up as a person. I feel like people need to see me – right? 

Then they start to tell me their story, and my job is to hear their story. If you think about it from an 

attachment point of view, I’m a surrogate attachment figure. Hear the story in the way that a kind parent 

would hear the story of a child who’s had a bad day at school – right? My job is to not put people in 

categories or flip into any kind of diagnosis for individuals, and especially, not to judge the relationship. I’m 

trying to take it all in [and] listen to people’s stories. 

The huge advantage I have with EFT is we have a map to human relationships. We have a science, and if you 

like, a story outline already laid out for us. It’s pretty easy for me to make sense of and normalize people’s 

stories. The message they’re getting from me when I do this is, “Sue knows this stuff. Sue understands.”  

When somebody says to me, “I get so angry,” and I say, “Aha!” and she says to me, “I don’t even know why I 

get so angry.” I say, “I understand,” and then it’s kind of cute.  

This lady in a session said to me, “Do you know why I get so angry?” It’s a huge relief to lean…. my secure 

base is my theory - my EFT. It gives me a place to stand – right? I say, “I think so, but you’re really the one 

that decides that. Would you like me to try it out and see if it fits for you?” The client is the expert in our 

sessions, not the therapist.  

She says, “Well, yes – why do you think I get so angry?” I say, “I think you 

get so angry because you feel alone in this relationship and that freaks you 

out. You try to reach for this man, but everything goes wrong. You get in 

these dreadful fights and you end up feeling even lonelier than you were before. Then you get desperate and 

try to connect with him, and it goes wrong again. You get so frustrated and you just get caught in all this 

anger.” 

She says, “Yes!” And I say, “Aha! What bit of that made most sense to you?”  

“The client is the 

expert in our sessions, 

not the therapist.” 

“I will never let anyone call 

me ‘Dr. Johnson.’ I say, 

please call me Sue. I show 

up as a person.” 
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What I try to give people is “We can help you. We understand where you’re caught and what’s going wrong. 

We see you. We don’t judge you. We see your emotions. Your emotions make sense to us too and this is how 

we understand it.”  

Often, even in a first session, if people are really lost I’ll do something like suggest they read my book Hold 

Me Tight. That was written for the public. We do that because it calms people down. Men especially love to 

read it.  

They say, “I’m not going to read it all. I just read the first chapter, but it helped a lot because there’s a guy in 

there talking about how he shuts his wife out.” I say, “Yes,” you know? 

The message you give people is you normalize and validate. You help them see where they’re stuck.  

Then people often ask you, “Can you help us? Do people heal from 

affairs? Can you help us with this pattern? We’ve got caught in it for 

thirty years.”  

Then, I have to be honest. My response is, “Yes, we work with this all the time. We believe we can help you 

and we have research that says we can, but it’s hard work. It’s not always easy and you have to be willing to 

really work with me.”  

Dr. Buczynski: Sue reminds us that a couple’s willingness to work is often the key to successful sessions.  

Now tomorrow, we’ll look at why one practitioner finds it useful to keep couples on their toes during their 

first session. 

But now, I’d like to hear what you think.  How will you use these ideas in your practice today? 

Please leave a comment below. 

And I’ll see you tomorrow.  

“Normalize and validate. 

Help them see where 

they’re stuck.”  


