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Working with Resistant Clients   
 
What to Know 

Trea�ng hard-to-reach and resistant clients presents a unique set of challenges that therapists 
must navigate with care and sensi�vity. In the mental health field, it is widely acknowledged 
that not all clients are readily open to the therapeu�c process. These clients, o�en described as 
"hard-to-reach" or "resistant," may harbor deep-seated apprehensions, skep�cism, or 
emo�onal barriers that limit their engagement in therapy. While such cases can be perplexing 
and some�mes frustra�ng, they are, nonetheless, part of the therapeu�c landscape. 
 

It is essen�al for mental health professionals to understand that resistance or reluctance to 
therapy can manifest for many reasons. Clients may have fears or anxie�es that make them 
wary of engaging in therapy. They might have previous nega�ve experiences with the mental 
health system or have concerns about the s�gma atached to seeking help. Furthermore, clients 
might be experiencing a clash of values, unprocessed trauma, distrust, or may simply be 
overwhelmed by the prospect of exploring deeply personal and poten�ally painful experiences. 
 

In this context, your role becomes akin to that of a skilled guide, helping these clients navigate 
their unique obstacles and discover the path to healing, recovery, or self-discovery. It is not only 
a professional obliga�on but a compassionate duty to recognize the value of reaching out to 
such individuals, as they o�en need therapy the most. 
 

By understanding the complexity of these cases, you can foster a more inclusive and effec�ve 
therapeu�c prac�ce that welcomes clients from all walks of life, regardless of their ini�al 
resistance. Here are some strategies and approaches to work effec�vely with such clients.  
 
What to Do 
Use each of the following strategies with your hard-to-reach or resistant clients.  

Then, write down the results. 
 
1. Build Trust and Rapport  
• Establishing a strong therapeu�c alliance is crucial. Spend �me building trust and rapport 

with the client before exploring deeper issues.  
• Show empathy, ac�ve listening, and nonjudgmental acceptance to create a safe and 

welcoming environment.  
Results of strategy: ______________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

2. Assess and Explore   
• Conduct a thorough assessment to understand the client's specific concerns, mo�va�ons, 

and resistance factors.  
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• Explore their past experiences with therapy or any underlying issues that may contribute to 
their resistance.   

Results of strategy: ______________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

3. Collaborate on Wri�ng a Treatment Plan   
• Involve the client in wri�ng an appropriate treatment plan. Make sure the goals, objec�ves, 

and interven�ons are relevant and realis�c.    
Results of strategy: ______________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

4. Psychoeduca�on  
• Educate the client about the therapeu�c process, the benefits of therapy, and the poten�al 

outcomes.  
• Discuss the normalcy of resistance to change and the poten�al for discomfort as part of the 

therapeu�c journey.  
Results of strategy: ______________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

5. Engage with Meaningful and Interes�ng Techniques  
• Match the techniques to your clients interests and values.  
• Use technology when appropriate to make therapeu�c assignments easier and more 

meaningful.   
Results of strategy: ______________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

6. Use Mo�va�onal Interviewing (MI)  
• Use MI techniques to elicit the client's intrinsic mo�va�on for change.  
• Explore and reinforce their reasons for seeking help and the poten�al benefits of therapy.  
Results of strategy: ______________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

7. Use Strengths-Based Approaches  
• Iden�fy and focus on the client's strengths and resources rather than solely on their 

weaknesses or resistance.  
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• Empower clients by highligh�ng their resilience and capacity for change.  
Results of strategy: ______________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

8. Respect Autonomy  
• Respect the client's autonomy and choices, even if they choose to remain resistant or 

disengage from therapy temporarily.  
• Maintain an a�tude of acceptance and readiness to work with the client whenever they 

decide to re-engage.  
Results of strategy: ______________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

9. Adapt Your Approach  
• Be flexible in your therapeu�c approach. Tailor your interven�ons to the client's unique 

needs and preferences.  
• Consider using different therapeu�c modali�es or techniques if the current approach isn't 

effec�ve. 
Results of strategy: ______________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

 10. Address Resistance Directly  
• Acknowledge and explore the client's resistance in a non-confronta�onal manner.  
• Help them understand the origins of their resistance and its impact on their progress.  
Results of strategy: ______________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

11. Use a Solu�ons-Oriented Approach  
• Explore with your client ways they have solved serious problems in the past, and how these 

strategies may apply to the present.  
Results of strategy: ______________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

 12. Start with More Solvable Problems  
• For clients with significant resistance, start with less threatening topics or issues before 

addressing deeper, more challenging issues.  
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• Gradually increase the level of disclosure and engagement as trust is built.  
Results of strategy: ______________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

13. Seek Consulta�on and Supervision  
• Seek supervision or consult with colleagues when faced with very challenging cases. Their 

insights and exper�se can provide valuable guidance.  
Results of strategy: ______________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

14. Self-Reflec�on and Self-Care  
• Maintain your own self-awareness and self-care prac�ces to manage any frustra�on or 

burnout that may arise from working with highly resistant clients.  
Results of strategy: ______________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

15. Terminate Appropriately  
• If, despite your efforts, the client con�nues to be resistant and uncoopera�ve, consider a 

therapeu�c termina�on that is respec�ul and includes recommenda�ons for alterna�ve 
resources or treatments.  

Results of strategy: ______________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________ 
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