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Week 122, Day 3: Stephen Porges, PhD 

How to Empower Clients to Want to Change Their Behavior  

Dr. Buczynski: When it comes to working with a challenging client, how can we make sure we’re encouraging 
change instead of enforcing it? 

Here, Dr. Stephen Porges shares how he distinguishes between pushing a client versus empowering a client. 

Dr. Porges:  Given this notion of an agenda to change other people, there 
are therapists who also have that same agenda where they want to “create 
this dialogue” with the agenda of changing people. I think there’s some 
similarity in strategies here and I want to in a sense shift the strategy - give it 
a different set of words and a different narrative.  

We [should] think of therapy as a therapist and not as a maker or changer of people. [We are] an enabler and 
supporter to enable someone to emerge and become an enabler. We then enable our clients with that same 
model rather than “Everything would be good if my husband were different/my boss were different/my son 
was this/my daughter was this.”  

You use the therapeutic setting as a way of developing a sense of that 
individual’s power in relationships as an enabler. [That is] as an 
enabler in the positive way, not an enabler for bad or addictive 
behavior - meaning a person who witnesses, supports, is accepting, 
and is present.  

The model varies. When a client starts to attain those attributes, their 
relationship with other people spontaneously changes. They’re no 
longer in a defensive, hostile interaction; they are now in a welcoming 
set of behaviors that become coregulatory and supportive.  

Let me add one other comment here: many individuals feel that if they 
enable, they are being exploited. This is part of the dialogue that “Life 
would be different if someone else were different.” 

The issue is there is immediately a sense of defensiveness. Their bodies and language are all about defending 
who they are and justifying who they are and what they’ve done. They haven’t had, let’s say, the sufficient 
experiences with feeling safe enough with another person to have that moment of presence. They haven’t 
had the ability to witness another, and above all, to coregulate and share those intersubjective moments.  

I think the coregulation is the core point because when we start talking about changing others, we’ve already 
built the wall of separation. We’ve treated the other as if they’re really a painful stimulus in our world. It has 
nothing to do with the dynamics of that interaction. 

I’m not saying any of this is easy. The notions of coregulation and empowering and 
having therapeutic presence are tough tasks.  

[It is tough] especially with individuals like clients who may be very, very defensive 
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and hypervigilant and not giving cues to the therapist of welcoming and shared moments.  

The therapist is human as well, and so the therapist in this whole 
interaction is going to be reacting to the client. It needs a lot of, let’s 
say, self-love and self-compassion to understand the functional abuse 
many therapists are experiencing in their sessions when their client is 
not sharing or engaging with them.  

If the client gaze-averts, talks in a monotone, doesn’t seem to in a 
sense witness the therapist’s presence, the therapist is going to 
physiologically react to that in a defensive way. The therapist may turn 
off, turn away, drop the affective/positive affect on their face, or stop 
responding.  

The client will see that as part of the real world they’re in - [it will] 
support their defensiveness. Then the therapist will be another one of the people in the client’s world that 
doesn’t get them and doesn’t understand them.  

Dr. Buczynski: As Stephen pointed out, when we create a space to help a client coregulate, we’re also helping 
them lay a foundation for change.  

Now tomorrow, we’ll hear two steps that can be key for helping your client shift out of a blame response to a 
problem.   

But right now I’d like to hear from you. How can you use what you just heard with your clients? 

Please leave a comment below. And while you’re down there, feel free to comment on other people’s 
comments. That’s how we build a community of shared ideas here at NICABM. I’ll see you tomorrow. 

“The therapist needs a lot 

of self-love and self-

compassion to understand 

the functional abuse they 

experience in their 

sessions when their client 

isn’t sharing with them.” 


