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Week 114, Day 3: Pat Ogden, PhD 

When A First Session Stirs Up Strong Emotions  

Dr. Buczynski: Our clients may try to anticipate what will happen during their first session, but they might be 

surprised by what they may feel.  

In fact, Dr. Pat Ogden had a client who was completely caught off guard by an emotion she felt after her first 

session. 

But as Pat explains, the release of this emotion can often help our clients feel the benefits of therapy, even 

after just one session. 

Dr. Ogden: I want to talk about a client – I’ll call her Shawnie. Shawnie was a young woman who had 

tremendous attachment failure in her youth. She was still young – in her late teens/early twenties – but all 

through her childhood she had gone from one person to another. She 

said she never had one really solid attachment figure. 

Somebody had recommended me, so when she got there she didn’t 

even know what I did. She said, “I think you do some kind of DBT or 

something,” which is not what I do. I do sensorimotor psychotherapy. I remember at the very beginning of 

the session, when she said that, I said, “You don’t know what I do?” She said, “no,” so I started to talk about 

it. “I work with the body and with the posture and movement.”  

Then it occurred to me I didn’t even know if she wanted to hear anything about what I did. I said, “Do you 

want to know anything about what I do?” That moment was important because I caught myself. I was 

starting to go off on my own agenda - just telling her what I did - then I caught myself. She said “yes,” so then 

I could do some psychoeducation. 

The reason that moment was so important [was] it was saying, “This session 

is about you and what you want. It’s not about my agenda.” I was happy I 

caught myself. I told her a bit and did a bit of psychoed with my body. I told 

her that if I’m working with somebody who’s anxious, their body might be 

like this, so I help them calm down. That was a demonstration for her. I gave 

“Then it occurred to me I 

didn’t even know if she 

wanted to hear anything 

about what I did.” 
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her two of those because I didn’t want to just talk about it; I wanted to demonstrate with my own body 

because I work with the body. That helped win her over. 

One of the things I said in the very first ten minutes [was], “You know, if I ever ask you to do anything you 

don’t want to do, you just tell me because this is about you. It’s not 

about me and my agenda. So we’ll work together on that.” That’s 

setting the stage that it’s always her choice. I wanted to say that 

explicitly right at the outset of it. 

I also wanted to give her some sense of hope. Her body was a bit 

hunched over like this. I didn’t just mimic her body but I did give her an example of a client whose body was 

like this. So we helped her body change and that helped quiet that anxiety. I demonstrated and talked with 

her about working with the body and helping the body shift to deal with whatever problems the client is 

having. I wanted to instill that hope at the very beginning. 

Then I remember I asked her if she had any questions, and she didn’t really. She said, “No. I think I 

understand it better.” I said, “What are your goals?” At that point in time she said, “I really want to learn to 

relax.” I said, “Okay. We can work with that.” Then I asked her, “What should I know about you?” That’s 

when she told me some of her history. In that history, when she reported all those attachment failures, she 

said something like, “What did I do? I didn’t deserve this life. I deserve love, just like everything else. I 

deserve love.”  

That became the starting point for that first session because that was a part of her that was healthy and had 

hope for the future. Then, in that first session, I said, “Well, why don’t we 

stay with that? That’s a powerful statement: ‘I deserve love.’” She agreed, 

so then together we started to embody that statement of “I deserve love.”  

Her body started to go from this tension to a different alignment -  a 

different way of living in her body. It was really lovely to see that. We 

played with that and contrasted with her an old and new way. One of the 

exciting things she said to me was she felt she could practice that… like that would be a good start to start to 

practice this new posture. I was excited, and she was excited about that.  

This is one of the – I wouldn’t say dangers - but possibilities or caveats that we have to be aware of in body 

therapy. She contacted me afterwards and left a message. She said, “Please call me, I think I’m having a 

“‘If I ever ask you to do 

anything you don’t want to 

do, you just tell me because 

this is about you. It’s not 

about me and my agenda.’” 
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nervous breakdown.” I did call her of course and by the time I called her, she was fine. I said, “What 

happened?” and she said, “I went to the restroom after the session and found myself crying in the stall. I 

don’t cry, hardly ever. I was confused and upset about it, but then I realized it was just grief. Why did it take 

so many years for me to really get that I deserve love, and it was just grief?” That 

was hard for her at the end.  

It reminds me of a statement Onno van der Hart said once, “Grief is the bridge 

between past, present and future.” We say that after every therapeutic gain 

there’s going to be some grief. I think we have to expect that. I don’t know if I could have warned her about 

it,  but she also felt some healing and hope from that very first session. 

Dr. Buczynski: As Pat shared, grief can be a surprisingly helpful part of the therapeutic journey. 

Tomorrow, we’ll discuss how to help clients when other therapies haven’t worked. 

But now, I’d like to hear from you. How will you use these ideas with your clients? 

Please share your thoughts in a comment below. And comment on others’ comments as well. You never 

know how your insights might help someone bring about a new solution. 

And I’ll see you tomorrow. 

“After every 

therapeutic gain 

there’s going to 

be some grief.” 


