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Week 125, Day 2: Shelly Harrell, PhD 

One Strategy for Disarming a Client’s Defenses  

Dr. Buczynski: How can we approach a client about their role in a problem without triggering their defenses? 

This can sometimes be delicate territory to navigate. 

But there’s one strategy Dr. Shelly Harrell often relies on to help disarm her clients.   

Dr. Harrell:  I’d like to talk a bit about a client I’ve worked with where this issue of taking responsibility and 
blaming others for her challenges was pretty central to the work. I’m obviously going to hide some of the 
client details: This is a woman in her mid-forties with a professional career and never married, but has been 
in a relationship for, at that point, about six years. Her partner was significantly less educated, made much 
less money, and didn’t have a whole lot of initiative. I think these were accurate observations on her part of 
her experiences.  

She was highly, highly distressed by this. She spent a lot of time in our sessions just talking about his 
problems, what he didn’t do, and how life would be better for her and she’d be less stressed if he would just 
take some initiative -  do the things he needed to do to advance his own career. She complained a lot that 
she was paying all the bills and was doing all of these things. It was a pretty consistent narrative she had 
about this.  

I worked with her on this in a number of ways. One was, first, affirming her feelings and her perceptions, 
because they weren’t inaccurate. Not wanting to get into a power struggle with her about his characteristics, 
I wanted to accept her assessment. Simultaneously – I think you can do that with a client – validate their 
perceptions without saying, “There’s nothing you can do about it except complain about him.” 

We worked on looking at what she did benefit from in the relationship by him being – if we can say – less of 
the decision maker and taking less initiative in their relationship as a whole? It really brought us into some 
work on her own tendency to take control, meet her own needs, be in charge, and be the one with more 
power - not just in her relationship, but also in her work life.  

I think what was really helpful for her was being able to see that this 
way of being in relationship with people – with her work and with her 
profession – was a pattern. Then she became less able to blame him 
because she saw that it generalized to other areas of her life. Maybe 
there was some way she chose these characteristics in him; there was 
something that was actually working for her about that.  

Rather than continuing to blame him, [she took] some ownership: “I 
chose this man. I chose the career I’m in, and I see patterns across different parts of my life.” I think it really 
enabled her to relieve…. she didn’t cease complaining, but what happened that was really important in terms 
of her well-being was the distress it caused her decreased. While she still complained about it, she became 
much less distressed as she was able to see, “There’s something about this that I’m choosing.”  

Here is an example of how  [I approached this validation and exploration]: In a session she’s complaining, “He 

“What was really helpful 

for her was being able to 

see that this way of being 

was a pattern.”  
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said he was going to pay the cable bill and he didn’t pay it,” or, “He said he was going to do this, and he’s 
supposed to be contributing to rent, and every month I have to take up the slack,” or, “When we go out to 
dinner, he waits for me to pay the bill.” She would have a litany of complaints and I would respond by 
empathizing with her frustration: “That must be really frustrating,” and then, “What does it feel like when 
that’s happening?” Empathize, bring up her emotional kind of experience, and then empathize with that 
emotional experience.  

The validation is really about validating the feelings and validating her 
experience of it, more than saying, “Oh, yes, that’s horrible that he does 
that.” The validation is not with her assessment of him, but more the 
standard kind of therapeutic communication of empathy: “You know, that 
must be really hard,” or, “That must be really frustrating.”  

I think sometimes our simplest interventions can land very powerfully 
with the client –communicating that they’re heard and their experience is 
seen and heard. I think those kinds of things can sometimes relax the level 
of activation; when someone feels validated and affirmed the level of activation can come down. When the 
emotional activation decreases, a space can open up cognitively to begin asking some questions to help her 
think a little differently maybe about what’s going on in the relationship and her contributions.   

[To help her start the exploration I might] ask, “What kinds of things have you said or done to try to change 
the situation? I can hear it causing you a lot of distress. What have you been doing? Have you had 
conversations with him?” I try to help her connect with her acceptance of it  - that in this situation in 
particular there hadn’t been a lot of efforts to intervene and really make the situation different. I’m opening 
a space for her to be more reflective about some of the incongruence, “I’m complaining, I’m complaining, I’m 
complaining,” but “What are you doing about that?” is sort of the bottom line. 

I think when we don’t affirm the client first, we can sometimes get a 
lot more defensiveness when we start pointing out the incongruence 
and asking questions that explore the behaviors the client is engaging, 
or not engaging in, to manage their complaint. That affirmation I think 
reduces the defensiveness when we start to challenge, and push, and 
confront a little bit with questions like, “So, what are you doing about 
that? What seems to work? What hasn’t been working?” For her, there 
wasn’t a lot that she’d tried. It devolved into arguments and there 

wasn’t really an attempt to solve the problem – just to complain or attack him in arguments. Helping her to 
be more reflective was very helpful.  

Dr. Buczynski: So as Shelly said, if we validate a client’s experience of their problem first, we can often reduce 
the likelihood of stirring up their defenses right from the start.  

And this can open up a path for shifting a blame mindset. 

Now tomorrow, we’re going to hear how a client’s need to be right can foster a tendency to blame. Plus 
you’ll get one strategy that can help defuse a client’s sense of righteousness. 

Btu right now, I’d like to hear from you. How will you use these ideas in practice with your clients today? 

Please leave a comment below, and I’ll see you tomorrow.  

“It’s really about 

validating her feelings 

and experience. The 

validation is not with 

her assessment of him.”  

“When we don’t affirm 

the client first, we can 

sometimes get a lot more 

defensiveness.” 


