Re-Thinking the “Power
Differential” in Psychotherapy:
Exploring the Myth of
Therapists’ Omni nce

and Patients’ Fragility

FROM THE FIRST DAY IN GRADUATE SCHOOL in
psychology, I was instructed to pay grear at-
tention to the “inherent power-differential in
psychotherapy,” to be aware of the “imbalance
of power between therapists and clienrs,” and
was repeatedly told, “never abuse or exploit our
vulnerable and dependent clients.” Apparently,
not much has changed in almost 30 years. In
their widely used textbook, now its 3™ edition
(2007), Pope and Vasquez unequivocally state,
“The power differential is inherent in psycho-
therapy” {p. 43). Similarly, in 2008, the re-
spected cthicist, Dr, Jeffrey Barnerr wrote, “The
psychotherapy relationship, by its very nature,
results i an imbalance of power. The psycho-
therapist is in a much more powerful and in-
fluential position than the client...” (p. 401).
Leading ethicists Like Brown, Koocher, Pope,
Sonne, Vasquez and many other authors seem o
emphasize the power inherent in the therapise's
role and have likened the therapist-client rela-
tionship to the parent-child relationship, view-
ing clients as generally powerless and helpless.

THE MYTH OF "POWER-DIFFERENTIAL"

The question of cherapists’ power has been
the focus of the investigation of exploitation of
clients by their therapists. Obviously, the valid
concern is that predatory therapists may take
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advantage of vulnerable clients for their own sexual and other benefits. It is im-
portant to emphasize that it is always uncthical for therapists w exploit, harm or
have sex with current clients and it is illegal in most states. Many aurhors have
used the “power-differential” argument o demonize all dual relarionships and
interventions, such as non-sexual rouch, selEdisclosure, gifts, bartering, etc, The
term “power-differential” has been used synonymously with exploirarion. These
authors obviously have ignored the fact that many dual relationships in small
communities are unavoidable and are, in fact, healthy aspects of inter-dependent
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communities. They also ignore the extensive clinical data on the healing power of
ouch, the clinical effectiveness of sclf-disclosure, the humanity of gifts and the
potential cultural correctness of bartering, Other ethicists and scholars have rak-
en the subject of power a step further and suggested that *Once a client, always a
client,” meaning that therapists’ god-like power and potential to exploit sexually
and cause harm may last long after therapy and perhaps indefinitely.

Very few therapists explore the issue of power beyond the assumption of "a
power differential.” They still focus on therapists” power and ignore clients” power
when they assert that short-term therapy, psychoeducation, medicarion consulta-
tion, behavioral, symprom reduction, and non-transferencial therapies are less
likely o yield a significant power differenrial compared with long-term or insighe-
oriented, psychodynamic therapy.

The view of a client’s child-like vulnerability has come from two sources: (a)
originally, psychoanalytic psychotherapy focused on clients’ transference which,
within this analytic frame, implies that therapists have enormous power to influ-
ence and control cheir regressed and vulnerable clients; (b) the focus on power re-
lationships in psychotherapy has emerged from valid and important concerns re-
garding sexual exploiration of female clients by male therapists. Since the 19707,
the client’s helplessness was emphasized by some feminist social-political analyses
of the nature of patriarchy and the inherent vulnerabilicy of women to men in
general, and more so to men in power positions. This serand of feminism views
women as generally powerless, helpless and at the mercy of men in authority, such
as psychotherapists, counselors, priests, etc, (Rutter, 1989). Although the power
differential is valid and real in many psychotherapeutic situations, it is still unfor-

‘tunate that it has been used, ar times, synonymously with exploitation and harm
in the ethics literature. (Lazarus & Zur, 2002; Zur, 2007)

ON CLIENTS POWER

While I obviously share the concern about exploitation of clients by their
therapists, the stereotype of the omnipotent therapist who dominaces all clients
neither fies wich my view of m}':.:l:]f, with my l:xp-l:ri-l:ncvl: with Ly clients over the
years, nor with my understanding of power dynamics. [ do not need to look far
to know that, alchough I have been a client of several therapists, [ have never felt
powetless nor at the mercy of my therapists. | suspece thar most of the readers of
this article have spent some time in therapy and 1 doubt if they experienced their
therapists as possessing some kind of inherent power and superioriry.

Looking back at my almost 30 years of consultations, it has become clear 1o
me that: while some of my clients have been vulnerable and dependent, others
could not have been further from thar; while some clients seek my counseling
when traumatized, confused and disoriented, others have been very centered and
assured but needed a new direction in their generally successful lives; while some
were young and helpless, others were mature and in reasonable control of their
lives; while some were clinically depressed, others were existentially depressed;
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while some were poor, others were rich; while some were unemployed, others
were CEOs of huge corporations. And, most relevant to the issue of power, while
some were weak, vulnerable and helpless, others were powerful, dominating and
controlling.

Two popular, classic movies have presented the polar opposites of therapise
and client power. One Flew Cver the Cuckoo’s Nest presents the ultimare brural
and potentially deadly power of a treating nurse. At the other end of the spec-
trum, the movie, What Abour Bab, provides us with another example of a elient’s
power—in this casc the power to harass, impose upon and stalk.

A few years ago, | consulted with a high-strung, successtul, ex-beauty queen.
She was also an attorney, well-read in psychology relaring to the challenges of her
arrival ar middle age and motherhood, and was interested in the subject of power,
One day, she said to me:

You shrinks seem to think you are these powerful beings. Your literature paints

images of clients as helpless, vulnerable, pliable, weak creatures at the mercy of you

amnipotent p.eﬂp]re- Your ethics rexts make it sound like you can snap your ﬁ@ﬁ

and T'will jump into your bed. Well, let me tell you someching abour power. With

my J.D. and Ph.D., T am better educated than you are, which gives me more power
than you have with vour Ph.D. As far as I can tell, T am much wealrhier than you
are, which gives me another form of power over you. | have professionally achieved
maore than you have, which gives me another power advantage. 1 am an arcracrive
woman, which gives me the undeniable power that sexy women have over men.

Finally, I can destroy your career with one call o your |Pil:fn5ing board. So much

tor your illusion of power,

OF course, her remarls did nor reflect my stance on the subject and [ referred
her to my writings on power; nonetheless, she had made very valid poines vis a vis
the profession as a whaole.

We have looked briefly at therapist power and client power. Of course, although
therapists do not necessarily have the greater power in the clinical relationship,
it is important o recall and emphasize thae regardless of clients” and therapists’
respective power, the fiduciary relationship always remains the foundation of the
therapist-client relationship and must be held as inviolable by the therapist.

BEYOND VICTIMS V5. VICTIMIZERS

When it comes to power relationships, most scholars, psychotherapises and
lay people attempt to gain clarity by attempting to differentiare berween the
powerful and the powerless, abuser and abused, dominant and submissive, and
victimizer and victim. Within this approach, there have been two diamerrically
opposite views of the split between the so-called victim and victimized. The firse
more traditional and convenrional approach points the finger of blame at the
victim. This may be a bartered wife, a rape vietim, a person of color, an economi-
cally disadvantaged person, or exploited psychotherapeuric patient or client. The
second approach, which is supported by radical ferinist cherapisrs, views men as
solely responsible for violence, whether as soldiers on the battlefield, politicians in
government, husbands in domestic violence, or therapists who mistrear or exploit
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their clients. These two allocations of blame have not only failed to resolve abuse,
violence and suffering but in fact, as this author asscres, have tended to perpetuate
and exacerbate them.

For a long time, T have advocated for an alternative, less popular approach,
supported by system and family therapists, which views power relationships as
a dynamic and interacrive process (see my 1994 victim paper for more derails).
Unlike the “blame approach,” it neither focuses on assigning blame nor believes
in the complete innocence of the so-called vicrims, with the obvious exceptions
of children, the disabled, erc. Ir assumes that resolutions of conflict and healing
come when rational adults share the responsibility for their role or part in the
‘power dance.’ This approach neither blames the so-called victim nor absolves vic-
timizers from taking responsibility for the harm they have inHicted. The applica-
rion of this approach to psychotherapy and counseling will invite an explorarion
of the therapist-client power dynamic without absolving therapists from cheir
legal, ethical and moral obligation to “do no harm.”

ON POWER IN PSYCHOTHERAPY

Consistent with most influential ethicists, Pope and Vasquez (2007) focus on
therapists” power and have identified several rypes of power that pertain to them.
These include power conferred by the state, power to name and define, power of
testimony, power of knowledge, and power of expectation. Gorlieh identifies
several factors that are likely to increase therapists’ power: they included lengeh of
treatment, modality, and nature of the services (see Zur, 2007}, The professional
literature rarely discusses client’s power. This is probably the result of the wide-
spread, faulty belief in the therapist’s omnipotence and client’s inherent fragility
and powerlessness, as well as fear of “blaming the victim.”

Unlike the analytic tradition, which focuses on clients’ transference, regres-
sion, and the supposed resulting vulnerability, humanistic and feminist psycho-
therapies emphasize the importance of leveling the playing fields in regard w
therapist-client power relationships. These orientations view the importance of
therapists striving for egalitarian relationships with their clients as a way to pro-
mote clients’ healing and health. The implicir assumprion of these two orienta-
tions is, still, that therapists are seen as inherently more powerful and therefore
need to strive intentionally to create cgalitarian relarionships by means of self-
disclosure, gifts, bartering, home visits, etc.

Instead of answering the question of who is more powerful or looking for
cerrain conditions thar may increase therapists’ power, we will review the differ-
ent rypes of power and examine how each of them, simultaneously and equally,
applies to both therapists and clients. The general definition of power for the
purpose of this paper is: “power is the capacity to bring about change.” We can be
more specific and say that the operational definition of power is thar “it is a mea-
sure of a person’s ability to control or influence the environment around them,
including the behavior, thoughts or feelings of other people.”
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TYPES OF POWER IN PSYCHOTHERATPY

Primarily based on the work of French and Raven (1960) but also on the sum-
mary by Devries (1994) and others, [ suggese the following caregories or types of

pl::'sum] power. Each type will be described and s r:‘ﬂn:'-'am::,' (70) thtrapisr.u and
clienrs is discussed.

Expert power relates to the individual’s knowledge, information, skills, and exper-
tise gained through formal education, experience or acquisition of skills.

. ﬁﬂapﬁu' Pewer: Most therapists have more expertise in the field of human
behavior than their clients. T]:u:].r are lih:l:r to have highet d&gtm, more educa-
tion in the mental health held and more informarion about behavioral healch
assessment and interventions.

* Clients’ Powver: Many of our clients have expert power in areas thar therapists
do not necessarily possess. This can he mechanics, reaching, business, numsing,
art, computers, law, etc.

Legitimate power: Also called "Paositional Power,” this Lsn!lam-.rer thar is invested
in a role and derives from a formal position that a person holds. Kings, judges and
policemen are classic examples of people who have legitimate power,

® Therapists” Pewer: Therapists’ legitimare power is most often given by the stare
in the form of a 5l lc].?c:nsr conferring specific powers, such as the
power to repart child abuse or danger w self.EFhis form of power is likely w

elevare herapists’ status in the eyes of clients, Therapists have also che
power to label and diagnose, which often imbues them with more prestige and
power,

*» Clents” Power: Most clients are not likely to have legitimate power over cheir
therapists unless they are judges, policemen or [RS agents.

Coercive r is the capaciry 1o force someone to do something against his or
her will. The source of coercive power varies widely. People can coerce others by
cmflo}'ini threar or actual physical force, by evo their legal status or authority,
or by bl ailing, intimidarion and other forms of manipulation, Parenes, for ex-
ample, have caercive r over their children, as do teachers over their students.
Obviously, officers of the law, judges, federal ofhcials, and the like can compel
people to do things againse their mﬁf"ﬂ'lis form of power also includes those who
can coerce others using their physical serength, ological or other forms of in-
timidarion, or, mere basically, any weapon or threar of physical harm, as exercised
bullies, Mafiosi, gangs and others who specialize in extortion or backmail.
raziness or erratic behavior also presents a form of power. Acting ‘crazy’ can easily
have an intimidating effect on mﬁers-

* Therapisis' Power: Licensed psychotherapises often have the power and author-
ity 1o assess sanity and influence the decision as w whether a person will be
incarcerated or even pur ro death, derermine a person'’s fieness for dury, or initi-
ate il:m:l[u.nmr}.r ]'ln:-@.italizatiun. Psychiatrists, in some settings, have the power

to forcibly medicate patients against thelr will.

* (lients’ Power: Some clients are physically scronger than cheir therapists, others
can be highly intimidating, therefore possessing a coercive power over their
therapists. Some clients are psychopathic, sedopathic, mafia-related (as in the
mowvic, Amalyze This) and threatening. Orchers may stalk cheir cherapists and yet
others are very litigious. Borderline Personality DHsorder {BPLY cfimts
mn‘::r?:mclﬂl oup who are highly Litigious, man:ifmlitiﬁ. relentless, and often
powertul, in their own way, More than any other diagnostic group, these cliencs
are likely to file false complaines against their therapists. Hlustrating the power
of these clients, a renowned defense arrarney gave theraplsts this sage advice,
“You are one Borderline away from ]ming vour license.”
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Reward power is the ability to give or withhold whar people want and, hence, ger
them o J]u certain things. The forms of rewards may include payment, promotion,
gifts, praise, appreciation, acknowledgment, or love.

* Therapists” Power: Clients often desire therapists’ ap | and love and there-
fore imbue the therapises with reward power. A pméh:::ra}r therapist may sexu-
?]1}' abuse a client by ‘rewarding” him or her with special arcention and (sexual)
ove.

® Clients” Power: The most obvious way thar a clienr can asserr reward is by
withholding payments, but there are others. Many therapises seck cheir clienes’
approval or appreciation of cheir services. Psychotherapy and counseling are
not necessarily high paying jobs and clients” appreciarion has been reported
as a signiheant element for therapists’ sense of job satisfaction. Other ways for
clients ro assert power is by resisting therapists’ suggestions, interpretations and
interventions, not improving or not acknowledging the help they receive or
progress they make, Sex is one way that some I.'%itl'.lts, usinE their sex-appeal,
reward their therapisis (however, needless 1o say that it is the therapist’s legal
and ethical res nsibi]jt}r to hold the line, avoid temptation and never to sexu-
ally engage -mritjir:J current or recently terminated clients).

Referent derives from people’s liking, admiring, being ateracred o, or de-
siring 1o be like another person and results in thl:mrﬁ:i.ng willing to follow thar
persan and obey his or her requests, wishes or orders, It is often fueled by the per-
son's charisma, social or economic stats, or capaciry to persuade, influence and
manipulate, Individuals’ sex appeal or other attractive personal characrerisrics may
enhance their reward power.

* Therapiss” Power: Many clients admire, respect and book up to their therapists,
which gives therapists referent power, Some therapists are highly charismatic or
authoritarian, which is likely ro give them even more power over their clients.

= Clients' Petwer: Some clients are charismatic. Therapists may find their cients
sexually or otherwise anractive or admirable for l‘ﬁzir artistic or other skills.

Their social or economic scates may also clicit respeer and admirarion,

Manipulative power is not as distinct a caregory of r as are the above five.
Nﬂfl:{rlr.h:lﬂ!., it is an imporrant form nl"pumgbe und in almest all rypes of

wer, It refers to the conscous or, some argue, unconscious artempt 0 manipu-
are someone 1o do something against his or her will. Con artists are archetypal
examples of manipulative power. The source of manipularive power varies wi?]lrl}r.
f'enplI: can manipulate others by employing deceit, trickery, subtle threar or their
charm and sex appeal. They can also manipulare others by being insistent, persis-
tent, acting irrationally or ‘crazy” or via emotional blackmail by presenting them-
selves as helpless victims (when they acoually are not).

* Therapists’ Pewer: Some have suggested that some forms of effective therapy
may include manipularing clients to ace in more healthy ways, Then, of course,
exploitative therapises manipulate their clients for their own benefit, sexual or
a ise,

Clients’ Powrer: Some of our clients problems in the world may stem from their
artemprs or capacity to manipulate, There are three groups of dients most no-
table in this regard: {a) In the last couple of decades we have seen a rise of clients
who come to t as a strategic {manipulative) move ro advance their pan
in custody wars. Many therapists are unwittingly manipulated to take sides in
these conflicts, which are often ultimartely detrimental to the cherapists. (b} The
Borderline ]:uritnu" m:m.ipular_i.c-ns [hmugh rage, relentlessness, persistence and
bizarre behavior, ic) Litigious clients who m:mipulah: rhr.rapiﬂs 50 r|1c}r can hle
one more law suit, which they hope will benefit them fnancially or satisfy their
vindictive impulses.
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RE-THINKING THE “THERAPIST-CLIENT POWER DMFFERENTIAL"

What seems clear from the above review of forms of personal power is thar
reducing the power relationships in psychotherapy and counseling to the “power
differential” and incessantly discussing “clients’ inherent vulnerability” is neither
valid nor helpful nor does it hold true for alf psychotherapeutic situations, While
some therapists possess or are invested with some kinds of power, clients may pos-
sess the same kinds of power or other kinds. What it comes down to is personal
power, which derives from a wide array of sources, including a person’s posi-
tion, education, personality, physical strength, physical attractiveness, sex-appeal,
charm, charisma, force of personaliry, and ability o manipulate, elicit guile or
threaten. In the context of this paper, the measure of power is ultimately a per-
son's capacity for direct, indirect or subliminal persuasion, the ability to impose
his/her will on others, to bring about change, and to control or influence others.

Very few authors in the field of psychotherapy have viewed the power dynamic
in a more complex and inclusive way than that featuring primarily all powerful-
dominant, male therapists who can use their power at will over weak-vulnerable,
usually female, clients. Lazarus, in his 1994 breakthrough article, The Musion of
the Therapist's Pawer and the Patient's Fragility, disputes the myth of clients as com-
pliant, weak, sitting ducks for therapise abuse and presents his view of therapist-
client power relationships as a continuum. Williams (2002), in his exceprional ar-
ticle, “Victimized by Victims,” and Zur (1994), in his article, “Re-Thinking Don't
Blame the Victim," have both discussed the power exerted by some of those whao
claim to be victims, bur, in fact, can also be victimizers. Similarly, Wright (1985)
argued that “The therapist is every bit as much in the power of the consumer, as
the consumer is in the power of the therapist. In that sense, the relationship is no
different from any other human interaction” (p. 117). Like Lazarus, Williams and
Zur, he asserts, “consumers recognize the vulnerability of the provider and are ar-
tempting to exploit that vulnerability for economic gain” (p. 114).

POWER, ISOLATION, AND MYTH OF THE “SLIPPERY SLOPE”

Another power-related myth among therapists, ethicists, and legislators is the
idea of the “slippery slope.” It claims that appropriate boundary crossing, such as
non-sexual rouch, selfdisclosure or gifts. inevitably leads to boundary violations,
cxploitation and sex. It refers to the idea that failure to adhere to rigid bound-
aries, such as, “never touch a client,” “do not accepr gifis,” or “never barter or
sclf-disclose,” will foster exploitative, harmful andfor sexual dual relationships.
This paranoid approach is based on the acceptance of the snowball” dynamic
which asserts that giving a simple gift is the precursor of an exploitive business
relationship and a non-sexual hug or social dual relationship will quickly devolve
into a harmful sexual relationship. At the heart of the “slippery slope” concepr are
the assumptions that unless therapists adhere to rigid rules of detachment their
predatory power would be unleashed as they uncontrollably slide down the “slip-
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pery slope™ towards exploitation of their clients, and, concomirancly, thar clienrs
are powerless and have no free will or choice in these marters.

Contrary to the belief that dual relationships and other appropriate bound-
ary crossings encourage exploitative behavior by therapists, | argue that the op-
portunity for exploitation is proportional to the amount of isolation in a given
therapeutic relationship. The absence of dual relationships increases isolation of
therapists and clients. Although privacy is extremely important in psychotherapy,
it has to be acknowledged char therapists’ power is increased both in isolation and
when therapists do not disclose much abour themselves because clients tend then
to idealize and idolize them. Both isolation and mystery are likely to increase
therapists’ power to unrealistic proportions in the eyes of their clients, It has been
established thar most instances of brainwashing and exploitation occur in iso-
lation, including cult experiences, hostages and spousal and child abuse (Zur,
2007). As some feminist and humanistic therapists argue, dual relationships, self-
disclosure and incidental encounters, when conducted in a professional manner,
can all promote a realistic rather than an idealized picture of the therapise, which
is likely to result in leveling the playing field from a power point of view. [ would
argue that sexual and other forms of exploitation are less likely w occur if the
therapist has some kind of social or other appropriare relationships or connection
with the client or the client’s spouse or parent.

NEW VIEW OF POWER IN PSYCHOTHERATY

The prevalent focus on power in psychotherapy, and the insistent emphasis on
therapists’ “inherent power” and “power differenrial,” represents a very narrow and
limited view of power. Equating or inferring the close relationship berween power
and exploitation in psychotherapy further distorts the understanding of power in
psychotherapy, inflates therapists’ egos and, most harmful, indiscriminartely de-
means clients as it always idencifies them as helpless, fragile, powerless beings.

At the heart of the problem is the view of power as “power over” rather than
power to empower. The word “power” comes from the Latin root "poris,” “poten-
tia" or “potential.” As therapists, we want to maximally employ our expertise, as
well as our reward and referent powers to empower our clients to heal, grow and
help them achieve the goals they want us to help with. This may involve overcom-
ing fears, learning to live with voices, improving their capacity to relate and love,
dealing effecrively with anxieties, facing dearh, etc.

One must wonder why the held has become so focused on therapists’ power and
wonder if the reason may be becawse we therapists feel less than powertul and often
do not feel effective. As all therapists know, our work can be very slow, frustrating
and, ar times, stalled. Perhaps this view of therapist omnipotence was born our of
our feelings of powerlessness and a need to boost our professional self-csteem.

When clients are young children, cognitively impaired, physically disabled,
rraumatized, dissociated, or psychotic, the power differential is indeed valid
and real. In these instances, we must remember that many relationships with a
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significant differential of power, such as parent-child or teacher-student, are not
inherently exploitative. Parental power facilitates children’s growth and reachers”
authority enables students to learn, Therapists’ power, like thar of parents, teach-
ers, coaches, poliricians, arrorneys, or physicians, can be used or abused. The Hip-
pocratic Oath mandate to “first do no harm” refers exactly to such dangers. The
problem of abusive or exploitarive power in therapy stems from some therapists”
propensity to exploit their power for their own selfish gain. It is not the power it
self thar corruprs; it is the disposition to corruption and lack of personal integriry
that resules in abuse of power.

Regardless of a clients’ and therapists' respective power, the hduciary relation-
ship is the foundation of the therapist-client relationship and must be preserved
at all times by the therapist. Ultimately, the buck stops with the therapises. Ir is
the therapists’ responsibility to do their best to avoid harm and exploiration. Ac-
cordingly, a therapist must avoid any interventions chat are likely to harm a client,
such as a sexual relationship or Ainandal exploitation.

In summary, the field of ethics would benefir from a more complex view of
power and its many forms, Likewise, a deeper appreciation of the intricacies of
therapist-client power relationships is needed in place of glibly speaking of the
“power differential” or “therapist’s inherent power.” Obeisance to the potential
power of therapises fails to foster self-empowerment and responsibility in clients.
In fact, it magnifics the ego of the therapist and debases clients by crearing a
caricature of all clients as vulnerable, helpless creatures. True healing takes place
when we therapists acknowledge our vulnerabilities, ack nowledge the diversity of
our clients and, when applicable, admir to a sense of powerlessness.
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