
Never try to teach a tiger to 

sing, it wastes your time and 

annoys the tiger.
Chinese Proverb



“The first step…therapists must 

take to master resistance is to 

decide for themselves the question   

of how much responsibility for 

change they can take realistically.”
Anderson & Stewart, 1983, p. 36



“Highly resistant clients are 

experts at winning the 

client-therapist struggle. 

They are experts at making 

us feel incompetent.”

Aldo Pucci



"Any client behavior that 

exhibits a reluctance, on the part 

of the client, to participate in the 

tasks of therapy as set forward 
by the therapist."



"…any behavior that indicates 

covert or overt opposition to 

therapist, the counseling 

process, or the therapist’s 

agenda."



"Resistance occurs as a result of 

a negative interpersonal dynamic 

between the counselor and the 
client" (Otani, 1989, p. 325).



"Resistance is defined as psychological 

forces aroused in the client that restrain 

acceptance of influence (acceptance of 

the counselor's suggestion) and are 

generated by the way the suggestion is 

stated and by the characteristics of the 

counselor stating it" (Strong and 

Matross, 1973, p. 26).
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Resistance is created when the 

method of delivering influence is 

mismatched with the client’s current 

propensity to accept the manner in 

which the influence is delivered.
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“An effortless yielding of one’s   

agenda is a major signal to the 

client’s unconscious that here is a 

person I do not have to resist.”

Ron Kurtz



"…it is well known among experienced 

clinicians that rigidly expecting a client to 

change at the therapist's rate, rather than 

according to the client's own internal 

rhythms and personal abilities, is 

tantamount to setting that person up to 

fail."

Dolan, 1985, p. 20



We can never help a client until 

the problem is defined around a 

specific:

- Person 

- Place

- Time



People do not change because 

of logic. People only change 

when they have an emotionally 

compelling reason.



Change results from a 

crystallization of discontent.  

Author unknown



“Direction is more important    

than speed.”
Wade Cook



Resistance is the gap between 

where the client is and where 

you think he/she ought to be. 



The more resistant the client, 

the less you know.  

The more motivated the client, 

the more you know.



Never be the most motivated 

person in the therapy room.   

Bill O’Hanlon



About 70% to 90% of what we 

communicate is through 

paralanguage.

Only about 10%  to 30% of what we 

communicate is through words 

alone.



Where ignorance is bliss,

‘Tis folly to be wise.

Thomas Gray,  

English Poet



“If the therapist is not being sensitive to 

something the client needs, something  

about safety or being understood, then 

the client will resist. It is a mistake to 

attempt at the level of method before 

relationship is established.”
Ron Kurtz



"…conflict between the goals of the  

therapist and those of the client's, often 

implicit and unacknowledged, forms the 

very fabric of therapy and contributes 

significantly to resistance." 

King, 1992, p. 167.



Successful Client-Therapist 

Relationship Components

1. Mutually agreed upon goal

2. Task agreement

3. Rogerian core conditions

(Genuiness, Unconditional Positive Regard,  

Empathy)





Those who want to help in

the worst way, usually do.  

Author unknown



All a client has to do to thwart 

your efforts is nothing.

Adapted from King, 1992
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A therapist is a communication, 

linguistic, and social interaction 

expert who is skilled at adapting 

his/her behavior relative to the 

client’s behavior in such a manner 

that it maximizes the potential for 

positive client change and growth. 



To Ask or Not to Ask, 

That is the Question 
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Questions typically:

1. Put people in a "one-down" defensive position, 

asked with preordained answer = loaded

2. Already answered in client’s mind in an 

unproductive manner

3. Take away responsibility from the client

4. Invite "Yes, but…" and “I don’t know” responses. 

5. Send people into their head…Imply change through 

logic



"When we indulge ourselves with too 

many questions, the situation quickly 

becomes one in which the client feels 

they are there to be ‘worked on,’ to wait 

for questions, to answer them and to

wait again, either for another question or 

to be  told what to do next."

Ron Kurtz



With resistant clients, when you ask 

“Why?” you are very likely set them up to

alibi,

justify,

deny,

lie,

Or

“I don’t know.”



Converting Open Questions Into Curious 

Commands

Openers Directives Softeners                             Object  

Can you.. share a little bit more about…

describe a little about…

explain a little more about…

Could summarize something about…

you… outline the problems with…

spell out the larger picture regarding…

talk a little more about…



You feel quite annoyed, don't you?

You have thought a lot about getting a 

divorce, haven't you?

You wish you had never had kids, 

don't you?

You really let your family down, 

didn't you? (Particularly bad all around.)



What did you do?  

What did you do?  

Tell me what you did.  

Tell me what you did.



“What should you have said to your  

spouse?”

“That must have felt very demeaning 

to have that said to you, tell me  

what you wished you would have

done.”
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1.To verify understanding by the client

2. To normalize an experience.

3. To gather essential information

4. To lead toward exploring new 
perspectives and possibilities 



“At this moment, you are really stumped 

as you search for an answer.”

“You really can not think of a possible 

approach that you can take that appears 

that it may be better than what you are 

doing.”



I Don’t Know

The Three Most Common Words 

Spoken in Therapy 



"It is difficult and scary to actually 

say aloud the truth about…“

"You are really uncomfortable facing 

this aspect of your life."



"You are concerned that if you provide 

the answer it will cause a lot of 

controversy and conflict among your 

family."

"You are reluctant to tell me the answer 

because you worry about how I might 

take it."



"Pretend you weren't confused, what 

would you be saying if you knew 

what you wanted?"

"Make up an answer."

“Guess what you think you might 

say if you did know.”



“Right now, it is difficult to… 

imagine saying or doing something 

different in these situations.”



"Resistance is very important. Once 

you learn to use it, you really have

come to a point where you can be  

effective." 

Watzlawick, cited in Anderson & Steward, 1983


