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															Can You Really Teach Your Clients Empathy?

					
					 by MI Admin | Jan 16, 2024 | Uncategorized


				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				As a therapist, I have often wondered how my clients could treat people they love with meanness and disdain. For example, Mark and Annie had been married for twenty years and yet when they would come in for counseling, they reported having vicious and hurtful arguments on a weekly basis. Or there was Terri, a 17-year-old girl who had been very close to her mother as a child and yet didn’t seem to care at all about how her excessive drinking and drug experimentation affected her. She’d tell me, “I can’t be responsible for her problems with me.  Let her live her own life.”

Having researched how empathy develops in children for my books on emotional intelligence (How to Raise a Child with a High EQ: A Parents’ Guide to Emotional Intelligence, Learning to Listen Learning to Care, and others), I understood that most of us are born with empathy, and we show empathic responses and compassionate behaviors very early in life. When a baby sees another baby crying in distress, she will most likely start crying, too. Toddlers in daycare have been observed comforting children who are clearly upset, stroking their arms, or even fetching a box of band-aids.

Yet for some reason, as we grow older, many people seem to lose their capacity for empathy – or at least behave in ways that show a lack of understanding of others.
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				When we try to help clients improve their relationships at home, at school, and at work by tapping into their natural empathy, we must acknowledge that empathy is not a simple construct, and there are different points of intervention. Researchers who explore the effects of emotional intelligence tell us there are three different types of empathy; affective empathy, where people actually feel the emotions of others; cognitive empathy, where people can see the perspective of others, and compassionate empathy, where people not only understand and feel the distress of others, but they have the desire to behave in ways that can relieve that distress.

In incorporating empathy training into a treatment plan, it can also be useful to understand the neuroscience of empathy. Various aspects of empathy appear to be related to at least five different brain structures:

Mirror neurons fire when a person performs certain physical movements and when another person is observed doing the same. They underlie imitative action, awareness, and understanding of another person’s behavior, intention, or emotion. Mirror neurons are thought to be important for understanding the actions and intentions of others, and they seem to play a key role in cognitive empathy. Some people believe there are correlations between reduced mirror neuron area activity and the severity of autism, and that some social deficits might be ameliorated with activities like imitating facial expressions.

The amygdala, a small almond-shaped structure located deep in the brain, is involved in the processing of emotions, and it is believed to play a role in emotional empathy by allowing individuals to share and respond to the emotions of others. Since the amygdala also plays an important role in other emotions, including the fight or flight response, we can speculate that intense emotions such as ones triggered by traumatic events can interfere with a person’s ability to feel and understand the feelings of others.

The insula, a region of the cerebral cortex, is involved in the perception of emotions and physical sensations, and it is thought to be important for somatic empathy, the ability to understand and share the physical sensations and experiences of others. Proprioceptive exercises may be useful in helping clients understand the physical sensations experienced by others.

The anterior cingulate cortex (ACC) is involved in the regulation of emotions, and it is thought to play a role by allowing individuals to regulate their own emotions in response to the emotions of others. This suggests that teaching your clients emotional regulation skills can also have an impact on their ability to empathize with others.

Finally, we should consider the role of the prefrontal cortex (PFC) in helping people with cognitive functions like decision-making, planning, and problem-solving that can aid clients in understanding the thoughts and intentions of others. For example, deciding to practice in a “random acts of kindness” program can stimulate compassionate empathy, which can lead to a greater awareness of the importance of helping others.

Incorporating Empathy Training into Your Therapy and Counseling

Nearly every therapy plan includes explicit or implicit goals designed to help clients better understand their own feelings and the feelings of others. To find out if a client lacks empathy, you may wish to administer the 20-question Perth Empathy Scale (see below for this free download).

Therapists can use in-session strategies to promote a discussion of empathy and they should also use therapeutic assignments to help clients learn specific skills in the areas of affective, cognitive, and compassionate empathy.

Examples of in-session strategies include:

Introduce discussion topics that focus on empathy, such as how people express themselves differently and why it’s important to listen to different perspectives. Talking about how everyone has a unique experience and asking clients to imagine what it would feel like if they were in someone else’s shoes can also help promote understanding.

Role-playing activities are another way to foster empathy. This can involve having the client take on the role of someone else, such as a loved one, and expressing themselves from that perspective. It can also involve practicing active listening skills. By listening to someone with the intent to understand, instead of just responding, clients learn to focus on bringing empathy into their relationships.

Mirroring exercises. This involves having clients watch the nonverbal cues and facial expressions of another person and mirroring those gestures themselves. This exercise helps increase the understanding between two people and strengthens empathy.

Problem-solving activities. This involves helping clients find solutions to real-life issues by considering the needs of others. This helps build empathy, as well as collaboration and compromise.

Examples of between sessions activities include:

Practicing active listening to address relationship problems. 

Practicing a daily Loving Kindness meditation, where clients focus on compassionate feelings toward themselves and others. 

Practicing daily acts of kindness for an entire month. 

Doing forgiveness exercises. 

Find many more worksheets on the various aspects of teaching empathy with a free trial at www.BetweenSessions.com, where you will also have access to our Virtual Counseling Room “Understanding Others.”
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				Building a Thriving Private Psychotherapy Practice: Strategies and Considerations


Introduction

Establishing a private psychotherapy practice can be both exciting and challenging. Transitioning from a clinical or organizational setting to running your own practice offers a unique opportunity for professional autonomy, creative expression, and personal growth. This post identifies the essential strategies and considerations to guide you in building and expanding a successful and sustainable private practice.

Define Your Vision and Niche

Your practice requires a solid foundation, and that foundation begins with a clear vision and mission. In a field as diverse and complex as psychotherapy, having a well-defined sense of purpose is essential to guide your practice in the right direction.

Understand Your Therapeutic Approach and Values

You can clarify your vision through a deep exploration of your therapeutic approach and values. What principles guide your practice? What therapeutic modalities resonate with you on a personal and professional level? Your therapeutic approach is not just a set of techniques – it’s a reflection of your core beliefs about treatment and growth as well as an understanding of how you view the therapeutic relationship, the importance of empathy, the significance of autonomy, and the role of collaboration between therapist and client.

Consider what values are important to you within the therapeutic process. Is it empathy, authenticity, empowerment, or something else? Your values serve as a compass that guides your interactions with clients, shapes your interventions, and influences the therapeutic environment you create.

Identify Your Target Population

Once you are clear about your therapeutic approach and values, the next step is to identify the specific population you wish to serve. While psychotherapy is a universal practice, specializing in a particular demographic or issue can be highly rewarding. Defining your target population could be based on age groups (children, adolescents, adults, seniors), presenting issues (anxiety, depression, trauma), or even specific contexts (couples, families, LGBTQ+ individuals).

Choosing a niche doesn’t mean excluding potential clients. Instead, it allows you to focus your expertise and tailor your services to meet the unique needs of a particular group, empowering you to deepen your knowledge, develop specialized interventions, and cultivate a reputation for being an expert in your chosen area.

The Power of a Well-Defined Niche

Imagine you’re a psychotherapist specializing in helping clients overcome anxiety. Your website, marketing materials, and online content can revolve around your expertise. Potential clients are more likely to resonate with your approach, as they perceive you as a specialist in addressing their specific needs. This not only increases the likelihood of attracting clients but also fosters a sense of trust and credibility.

A well-defined niche also sets you apart from the vast number of practicing psychotherapists. Instead of being a generalist, you become a sought-after resource for a specific group. This can lead to more referrals from colleagues who recognize your expertise, and it positions you as a go-to therapist within your niche.

Business Planning and Legal Considerations

Building your practice intertwines clinical skills with essential business acumen. While your primary focus remains on providing exceptional therapeutic care, your ability to manage the business aspects effectively is what will allow your practice to flourish. There are critical steps involved in creating a successful private practice that seamlessly balances both aspects.

Craft a Comprehensive Business Plan

A robust business plan is a compass that guides your practice’s growth and development. This blueprint encapsulates your goals, target market, marketing strategies, and financial projections. By meticulously outlining your objectives, you set a clear direction for your practice’s trajectory.

	
Defining Goals: Start by defining short- and long-term goals. These may encompass the number of clients you aim to serve, revenue targets, professional development aspirations, and any expansion plans.


	
Identifying Target Market: Determine the specific demographic or population you intend to serve. Understanding their needs, challenges, and preferences will aid in tailoring your services and marketing efforts.


	
Marketing Strategies: Your marketing approach is the bridge between your clinical expertise and reaching potential clients. Detail how you will leverage your online presence, social media, networking, public speaking, and traditional advertising to connect with your target audience.


	
Financial Projections: Outline expected revenue and expenses. This should include details about session fees, overhead costs (office space, supplies, etc.), marketing expenses, and any other financial considerations.




Navigate Legal and Regulatory Landscapes

Establishing the appropriate legal framework is crucial for both legal compliance and protecting your practice. Enlist the expertise of legal professionals to guide you through these important decisions.

	
Legal Structure: Determine whether your practice will operate as a sole proprietorship, limited liability company (LLC), partnership, or another structure. Each has its own implications for taxes, liability, and operational flexibility.


	
Licensing and Credentials: Ensure that you have the necessary licenses and credentials to practice psychotherapy in your jurisdiction. Research and fulfill the requirements set by your state or country’s regulatory bodies.


	
Insurance Coverage: Acquire the appropriate professional liability insurance to safeguard your practice against potential legal claims related to the services you provide.


	
Ethical and Legal Guidelines: Familiarize yourself with the ethical guidelines of your profession and adhere to them unwaveringly. This not only upholds your professional integrity but also protects both you and your clients.




Compliance with Regulations and Licensing Requirements

Running a private practice involves navigating a maze of regulations and licensing requirements, which vary based on location and specialization. Stay informed about the following issues.

	
Local Regulations: Be aware of zoning regulations that might impact where you can operate your practice. Some jurisdictions have specific requirements for home-based practices.


	
Licensing Boards: Stay connected with your licensing board to ensure you’re up to date with any changes or renewals required for your practice.


	
Data Privacy and Security: Understand regulations related to data privacy, especially if you’re maintaining electronic health records. Implement proper security measures to protect client information.


	
Health Insurance Portability and Accountability Act (HIPAA): If applicable, ensure your practice complies with HIPAA regulations to safeguard patient privacy and confidentiality.




Create a Strong Online Presence

Establishing a robust online presence is not just an option, it’s a necessity for attracting clients and building a reputable practice. An online presence serves as your virtual storefront, providing potential clients with insights into your expertise, approach, and the value you offer. Here are some key elements and strategies to create an impactful online presence that resonates with clients and establishes you as a trusted expert.

Craft a Professional Website

Your website is the cornerstone of your online presence. It’s where potential clients land to learn about you and your services. Include the following:

	
About Page: Introduce yourself and your background, sharing your journey to becoming a psychotherapist and your values as a professional.


	
Services Offered: Clearly outline your areas of specialization, emphasizing your niche. Describe how your approach addresses specific client needs.


	
Approach and Philosophy: Offer insights into your therapeutic approach. Explain the techniques you use, the theories that inform your practice, and what clients can expect from working with you.


	
Contact Information: Provide easy-to-find contact details for inquiries and appointments. A contact form can streamline the process.


	
Terms and Conditions: Rules, guidelines, and legal provisions that outline the terms under which users are allowed to access and use your website. These terms establish the rights, responsibilities, obligations, and limitations for both the users (potential clients) and for you.




Share Your Knowledge with a Blog

A blog is a powerful tool to showcase your expertise and engage potential clients. Writing informative and insightful articles about mental health topics demonstrates your knowledge and willingness to contribute positively to your community. Benefits include:

	
Establishing Authority: Sharing well-researched articles on mental health not only educates your audience but positions you as an authority in your field.


	
Building Trust: Offering valuable content for free showcases your commitment to clients’ well-being and fosters trust before they even walk through your door.


	
SEO Boost: Blogging improves your website’s search engine optimization (SEO), making it more likely for your website to appear in search results.




Leveraging Social Media Platforms

Social media is a dynamic way to connect with potential clients and showcase your expertise. Consider these strategies:

	
Consistency: Regularly post content that aligns with your niche and resonates with your target audience. Consistency builds familiarity and trust.


	
Engagement: Respond to comments and messages promptly. Engaging with your audience builds a sense of community and approachability.


	
Visual Content: Use graphics, videos, and infographics to make your content more engaging and shareable.


	
Educational Content: Share snippets of your blog posts, informative videos, and quick tips related to mental health.




Showcasing Testimonials and Success Stories

Include testimonials and success stories from satisfied clients on your website. Real-life experiences provide social proof of your effectiveness as a psychotherapist. When potential clients see others’ positive experiences, they’re more likely to feel confident about reaching out to you.

Search Engine Optimization (SEO)

Optimize your website and content for search engines so that potential clients can easily find you. Use relevant keywords in your website copy, blog posts, and meta descriptions. This increases your chances of appearing in search results when individuals look for therapists in your niche or area.

Online Directories and Review Platforms

List your practice on relevant online directories and platforms like Psychology Today, Healthgrades, or local directories. These platforms increase your visibility and make it easier for potential clients to find you.

Marketing and Networking

Effective marketing is the linchpin that connects you with potential clients and establishes your practice as a beacon of support and healing. While a professional website is a foundational element, a multifaceted approach is necessary to reach a wider audience and create lasting connections. Let’s explore how you can go beyond the basics and employ a range of marketing strategies to ensure the growth and success of your practice.

Informative Content Creation

Creating content is a dynamic way to showcase your expertise and provide value to your audience. Consider the following approaches:

	
Blog Posts: Regularly publish blog articles that address relevant mental health topics. Include common concerns, coping strategies, and insights that resonate with your target audience.


	
Educational Videos: Create short videos that offer tips, techniques, and explanations related to mental health. Video content is engaging and shareable, amplifying your reach.


	
Podcasts: Starting a podcast allows you to discuss various mental health issues, share client success stories, and interview other experts in the field.




Workshops and Webinars

Offering free webinars or workshops is a powerful strategy to engage potential clients while demonstrating your expertise. Topics could range from stress management and communication skills to self-care techniques and relationship dynamics. These events not only educate participants but also provide a glimpse of your therapeutic approach and style.

Collaboration with Professionals

Forge relationships with professionals in related fields.

	
Physicians and Specialists: Establish connections with doctors who can refer patients in need of psychological support. Regular communication can create a steady stream of referrals.


	
Educational Institutions: Collaborate with schools and universities to offer workshops on mental health for students, teachers, and parents.


	
Community Organizations: Partner with community centers, non-profits, and support groups to offer your expertise in various settings.




Networking within the Local Community

Networking within your local community helps you establish a strong presence and build meaningful connections:

	
Attending Events: Participate in local events, fairs, and conferences. In-person networking allows you to interact with potential clients and fellow professionals.


	
Local Presentations: Offer to speak at community events, local organizations, or schools. Presentations on mental health topics not only showcase your expertise but also demonstrate your commitment to community well-being.




Engage on Social Media

Incorporate social media into your marketing strategy for consistent engagement.

	
Regular Posting: Share a mix of informative content, inspirational quotes, personal insights, and mental health news.


	
Interactive Content: Run polls, quizzes, or Q&A sessions to encourage audience participation and engagement.


	
Live Sessions: Host live Q&A sessions, discussions, or mini-workshops on platforms like Facebook, TikTok, or Instagram.




Client Testimonials and Case Studies

Publishing anonymized case studies or sharing testimonials from satisfied clients can be powerful. It provides real-life examples of the positive changes you’ve facilitated and builds trust with potential clients.

Email Marketing

Collect email addresses from interested parties and send regular newsletters containing helpful resources, updates on your practice, and invitations to events. Email marketing maintains a connection with your audience even when they’re not actively seeking therapy.

Fee Structure and Financial Management

Mastering the financial aspects is essential for the stability and growth of your practice. Setting the right pricing for your services and implementing sound financial management practices are pivotal steps that demand thoughtful consideration. These strategies not only ensure the financial health of your practice but also convey professionalism and transparency to your clients. Here are some issues to consider.

Setting Clear and Competitive Pricing

Determining the right pricing structure requires a delicate balance. Your fees should reflect the value of your services while remaining competitive within the market. Consider these factors:

	
Experience and Expertise: Your level of experience, training, and specialization can influence your perceived value. More seasoned therapists might charge higher fees.


	
Market Demand: Research what other therapists in your area are charging for similar services. Consider whether you’re in a high-demand urban area or a more competitive market.


	
Location: Geographical location plays a significant role in pricing. Urban areas tend to have higher living costs, influencing what clients might be willing to pay.


	
Session Duration: Some therapists offer varying session lengths (e.g., 45 minutes, 60 minutes). The duration can affect your pricing structure.


	
Value-Added Services: If you offer additional services like online sessions, extended availability, groups, or specialized interventions, these can justify higher fees.


	
Periodic Pricing Review: Regularly review your pricing to ensure that it remains aligned with market trends, your expertise, and the value you provide. Adjustments might be necessary as you gain experience, expand your offerings, or as economic conditions change.




Transparent Communication of Fees

Include fee information on your website, marketing materials, and initial client intake forms. During the initial consultation, discuss fees openly and address any questions or concerns the client might have.

Efficient Financial Management Practices

Sound financial management is crucial to sustain your practice and achieve your financial goals. Implement these practices:

	
Bookkeeping: Maintain accurate records of your income and expenses. Software tools like QuickBooks or specialized therapy practice management software can simplify this process.


	
Invoicing: Create clear, detailed invoices that outline the services provided, session dates, and fees. Consistent and professional invoicing reinforces your commitment to transparency.


	
Tracking Expenses: Keep track of all business-related expenses, including rent, utilities, insurance, marketing costs, and professional development expenses.


	
Separate Accounts: Maintain separate bank accounts for your personal and business finances. This simplifies financial tracking and ensures that your practice’s income and expenses are clearly delineated.


	
Budgeting: Develop a budget that outlines your anticipated income and expenses. This allows you to monitor your financial health and make informed decisions.


	
Taxes: Set aside a portion of your income for taxes to avoid surprises during tax season. Consult with a tax professional to understand your tax obligations as a private practice owner.




Office Space and Environment

Whether you’re working from home, renting an office, or using a co-working space, make sure the space aligns with your therapeutic philosophy. Consider elements such as lighting, décor, and confidentiality to ensure clients feel welcomed, safe, and at ease.
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				When a couple reaches the point where they seek relationship therapy, they may experience many mixed emotions, including fear, discouragement, or hopelessness. They may believe their relationship cannot be saved and the next step is divorce.

If you see couples in your practice, you can teach your clients techniques and skills that may save their relationship – as well as improve communication, build intimacy, and strengthen their bond.

While each couple is different, there are common themes you will see. These are common relationship problems and a summary of techniques that can help.

Communication Problems. Harmful communication patterns can be difficult to break and may include anything that leaves one partner feeling depressed, insecure, disrespected, neglected, or disregarded. Negative communication can be heard in the tone of voice and observed in avoiding eye contact or frequently looking at phones or other devices. Activities you can suggest include:

	
creating daily rituals. Couples can have coffee together each morning before work or spend 10-15 minutes in an evening check-in to connect and share thoughts.


	
scheduling family meetings. Discuss the weekly schedule, budget, household tasks, and so on so everyone is on the same page.


	
establishing rules of fighting. Make a list of what’s off-limits during a fight, and what each partner requires from the other. Help your clients develop rules to follow during conflicts.


	
eye gazing. Your clients can initiate long-held eye contact to strengthen their connection. Prolonged eye contact helps them recognize emotions, build trust, and increase intimacy.


	
mindfully engaging in deeper topics. Suggest to your clients they schedule time avoiding surface-level conversations while becoming curious about each other’s interests, goals, and opinions about current events, or any other important topic.


	
practicing reflective listening. Couples take turns being active listeners, and you can teach them to practice communication skills (such as using “I” phrases instead of “you” statements) to increase trust and build conflict resolution skills.




Affairs and Infidelity. It is possible to rebuild a relationship after a breach of trust, but it does take work and commitment from both partners. Suggest the following:

	
a commitment to honesty and integrity


	
emotional presence


	
exploring each other’s needs


	
engaging in active listening




Loneliness within the Relationship. Sometimes couples become more like roommates than intimate partners. Distance occurs because life gets in the way. Children, careers, and numerous other responsibilities can distract partners over time. Couples can rebuild their friendship and rekindle intimacy by doing any of the following activities:

	
Share a list. Every week, couples write down three things they desire from their partner. The lists may not be something partners can do every day, but a reminder of things they can do at least once a week.


	
Connect through music. Research indicates that shared music preferences create stronger bonds. Clients can curate a playlist of songs that remind them of their partner.


	
Increase cuddle time. Another assignment might be daily cuddle time. Cuddling causes the body to release oxytocin and reduce cortisol. Touch acts as a stress buffer and may help lower resting blood pressure.


	
Go on weekly dates. Partners can take turns planning date nights. They should try something new, or do something they haven’t done in a while, and avoid talking about day-to-day life issues.




Unsolvable Problems. According to Dr. John Gottman in his book 7 Principles For Making Marriage Work, 69% of problems in relationships are not solvable. Becoming aware of the differences between solvable and unsolvable problems is key to learning how to reduce conflict in relationships. It’s not about always solving every problem; it’s how couples discuss problems and work together as a team.

	
Teach clients how to increase their awareness of the differences between solvable and unsolvable problems to reduce conflict.


	
Practice healthy and assertive communication when unsolvable problems include stepchildren, household chores, pet peeves, in-laws, and so on.




Unmet Emotional Needs. Sometimes resentment, disappointment, or hurt are repressed and fester. Disconnection can begin because of unmet or unexpressed emotional needs. Your clients may do the following activities:

	
Identify love languages. Dr. Gary Chapman identified five love languages to help couples explore what makes them feel loved. This theory is based on the idea that each person has a preferred way of receiving love, including:


	
receiving gifts.


	
doing acts of service.


	
sharing words of affirmation.


	
spending quality time together.


	
engaging in physical touch.




Share this online quiz with your clients to discover their love language to better understand each other.

	
Journal thoughts and feelings to identify emotional needs.


	
Use daily rituals to express emotional needs and do specific actionable behaviors.




Mismatched Parenting Styles. Perhaps one partner is the “bad guy” and the other is judged as too lenient. You can help the couple:

	
develop a plan for how they will manage certain situations with their children.


	
create family rules and consequences and have them clearly posted so both can refer to preplanned consequences for behavior.




Coping with Contempt. Perhaps partners roll their eyes or think they are better than their partners. Perhaps they don’t value each other’s opinions, or they feel like they lack support. Couples can practice:

	
active listening.


	
Encouraging roleplay.


	
asking questions and remaining curious.


	
sharpening their communication skills.


	
expressing appreciation and practicing gratitude through in-person conversations, texts, or sticky notes in places their partner will find them or taking the time to share three things they are grateful for at the end of each day.




Intimacy Issues. Lack of sex and affection can slowly erode relationships. Couples can begin to focus on the basics to begin to rebuild intimacy. Prompt them to answer these questions in session:

	
How do they say goodbye and hello to each other?


	
Do they gaze into each other’s eyes?


	
Do they have time for intimate moments such as a massage or showering together?




They may also:

	
plan time for non-sexual intimacy like holding hands, hugging, kissing hello and goodbye, or cuddling.


	
schedule time together. Suggest couples schedule an hour together once a week to be intimate and focus on topics to improve the relationship.


	
practice partner yoga by flowing through tandem moves and synchronizing their breathing.


	
create a vision board as a reminder of shared desires and goals. Couples can write down their goals and collect pictures that embody their relationship desires. Doing an enjoyable project together can increase intimacy.


	
engaging in the 6-second kiss to add romance throughout the day.




Finances. Discussing money can be stressful and add to the tension between partners. Suggest that partners:

	
be honest and transparent with each other about money and finances.


	
develop short- and long-term goals.


	
use budgeting software.


	
actively and regularly participate in conversations about financial issues.




If you work with couples you’ll regularly see these common relationship problems in session.

To help couples build their communication skills, navigate stressful issues within the relationship, learn conflict resolution tools, enhance intimacy, and more, use these suggestions or any number of other effective techniques, Between Sessions therapy assignment worksheets, exercises, and activities to increase the likelihood couples will experience real, positive change.

If you are a Between Sessions member, you can assign couples our digital card decks in the Virtual Counseling Rooms (VCR). We offer more than 20 card decks that rework complex material into simple concepts that your clients can understand. Add a card deck to a room that incorporates many clinical techniques and skills along with interesting questions, allowing couples to open up during non-threatening therapeutic activities.

Click here to get your free worksheets, “What Is Your Love Language?” and “Using the 3-Phase Technique to Cope with Stress as a Couple.”

Find many more couples worksheets with a 14-day free trial where you will also have access to our Virtual Counseling Rooms that include many techniques you can use in couples therapy.
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				Therapy decks have long been used by counselors and psychotherapists to engage their clients in session. Play therapy stores have traditionally been filled with card games, mostly designed for children. But over the last several years, there has been a significant increase in card decks for sale online.

Therapeutic card decks can distill months of therapy takeaways into 20-word touchstones that clients can revisit between sessions. And since there are card decks for a wide range of clinical topics, therapists can easily find one or more to integrate into their practice.

Card decks may be a vehicle for clinical skills, but in session they can engage clients through play—the clinician is offered a doorway into the client’s world. Cards are a nonthreatening, informal way of showing you understand your client. You can use cards to establish the therapeutic relationship, initiate conversation, or simply play a game.

There are many therapy card decks to choose from, with differences in clinical focus and utility. Some decks are game-like while others teach skills or are more instructional in nature. There are decks for anxiety, depression, trauma, anger, and more. Cards can be used as journal prompts or pick-a-card to follow a “Theme-for-the-Day.” Some decks are non-clinical and meant to be used with loved ones. Others fall somewhere in between, but overall card decks seem to be part of the movement attempting to make therapeutic skills and tools more accessible to the general population.

Drs. John and Julie Gottman have created a series of card decks to help couples develop positive habits that can build a stronger relationship. The couple created fourteen decks for couples (now accessible free through their app), drawing from decades of research on thousands of couples that participated in their “Love Lab” experiments at the University of Washington. The decks help partners connect emotionally, increase intimacy, and expand understanding of each other in a fun, playful, non-confronting manner. The cards give partners a springboard to explain what they need from one another. These decks help couples get to the root of discontent, identify ways to connect, and maximize couples’ ability to communicate creatively about relationship changes.

Unlike the Gottman decks, many recently produced therapeutic card decks use “clinical” terms, but they aren’t endorsed by therapists, nor are they informed by tested clinical concepts. Use caution when you purchase decks for use with your clients. Some card decks are intended only to entertain – they don’t have a therapeutic agenda.

Would you like to create a digital therapy card deck? You can build a library of strategies to draw upon and create your very own digital deck using the Between Sessions Virtual Counseling Rooms card deck Element.

To keep the deck simple and easy to understand, limit the instructions on each card, which clients can easily digest on their own, without your assistance. Avoid complicating things with psychological jargon. If your cards are designed for children or teens, you can add colorful illustrations.

Would you rather use a deck Between Sessions has designed? The Virtual Counseling Rooms software offers 20 decks that rework complex material into simple concepts that clients can understand. Clients don’t have to understand DBT or CBT – but you can add a card deck to a room that incorporates many clinical techniques and skills along with interesting questions, allowing your clients to open up during a non-threatening therapeutic activity.

To maintain a safe atmosphere that encourages your client to share (while avoiding forcing them to respond), consistently use the card decks in session. If presented with an uncomfortable topic, your client can shuffle the deck and select another card – or you can tell them you will give them more time to think about the question or activity and return to it later.

The magic of therapy card decks is that therapeutic growth and processing happens while answering simple questions and completing basic exercises. You may want to ask follow-up questions after using a card deck.

	
What is one thing you learned about…?


	
What did you learn about yourself?


	
What is a topic you would like to explore further?


	
What is a goal you could set for yourself that reflects something discussed in this session?




Therapeutic card decks can certainly be a useful tool in your clinician toolbox. And your clients will appreciate this unique way to make progress toward their therapy goals.
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				Dialectical Behavior Therapy (DBT) encourages clients to remain in the present moment with awareness and acceptance of thoughts and feelings – without judgment. Clients begin the process by noticing their environment, thoughts, feelings, and any physical sensations without reacting to them. They simply observe what “is” without trying to change anything.

This process of observation, along with emotional acceptance, promotes mindfulness.

People with borderline personality disorder (BPD) and other disorders that involve intense emotions tend to reject their emotions as bad or wrong. Unfortunately, this can result in dangerous behaviors, such as self-harm.

When your clients judge their emotions and label them as “bad” or “wrong,” or scold themselves for experiencing certain feelings, their emotions may intensify. Thoughts they have about their emotions, and the desire to make those feelings go away, may cause more distress than the emotions themselves.

Karen is a client who is practicing observing her emotions in session. In the past, Karen typically reacted in an explosive way with her friends and family. The moment she became upset, she would lash out, send a nasty text, or give someone the silent treatment. Her relationships were unstable and volatile. She started therapy because she was facing a second divorce, and several loved ones offered her feedback that she might benefit from anger management classes. Karen tended to judge herself harshly but had no idea how to control her temper and better manage her emotions.

When you teach your clients to observe their emotions without judgment, they can allow intense feelings to pass without resorting to destructive habits. Here are some statements that can help them become more accepting of their emotions.

	
Feelings are not facts. Label emotions as “just emotions.”


	
Emotions help you understand yourself and the world around you.


	
You are not your feelings. Instead of saying “I’m angry,” or “I’m really upset!” say, “I feel angry,” or “I feel really upset!”


	
All emotions come and go, so visualize them as a wave that ebbs and flows.


	
Reflect on how you feel throughout the day. Focus on pleasant emotions and reflect on painful or overwhelming ones.


	
Accept your emotions as part of what makes you unique.


	
You are not a “bad” person for having uncomfortable or upsetting emotions.




The DBT skill of Observing Emotions is a mindfulness tool, and it takes practice, discipline, and focused attention.

According to Dr. Marsha Linehan, the founder of DBT, anyone can practice observing their emotions by:

	
noticing experiences without getting caught up in them or reacting to them.


	
allowing feelings and thoughts to come and go, like drifting clouds.


	
staying with the experience instead of pushing it away or clinging to it.


	
allowing things to unfold.


	
noticing what is experienced through the senses.




There are four steps you can teach your clients to help them begin to observe their emotions without judgment.

Identify the emotion and any judgments. Ask your client to answer the following questions.

	
Why are you experiencing this particular emotion now? Explore the possible meaning of what you feel, including specific triggers, conflicts, people, places, or situations.


	
Describe any judgments you have about your emotions.


	
How do your judgments affect how you feel about yourself?




If your client has a hard time identifying their emotions, ask them to sit for a moment and pay attention to their physical sensations and thoughts. Ask them to give the emotion a name (e.g., sadness, disgust, anger).

Allow space for observation. After your client identifies the emotion, ask them to close their eyes if it feels safe to do so. They can imagine putting that emotion five feet in front of them. Ask them to place the emotion outside their body so they can look at it. They will allow some distance so they can simply observe the emotion.

Give the emotion form. Ask your client the following questions:

	
If your emotion had a size, what size would it be?


	
If your emotion had a shape, what shape would it be?


	
If your emotion had a color, what color would it be?




Once they answer these questions, ask them to just watch it for a few moments and recognize it for what it is. When they are ready, they can allow the emotion to return to its original place inside the body.

Reflect. Once your client completes the process, ask them to reflect on what they noticed. Did they notice any change in their emotion when they got some distance from it? Were there changes in their reactions? Did the emotion feel different once the exercise was finished?

Your clients can practice this exercise once a day for a month. After a month, see if they notice any changes in how they relate to their emotions. Clients report that it helps them start to think differently about themselves and be more accepting of their emotions.

Give your clients the DBT Diary Card and Helping Your Clients Observe Their Emotions without Judgment worksheets to record their progress.

Click here to get your free worksheets, “Helping Your Clients Observe Their Emotions without Judgment” and “Using a Diary Card to Manage Intense Emotions.” to help teach clients how to observe their emotions.

Find many more worksheets on  various DBT tools with a free trial at www.BetweenSessions.com, where you will also have access to our Virtual Counseling Rooms that include DBT techniques.
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