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INSPIRATION FOR THE WEARY THERAPIST

Inspiration for the Weary Therapist is a companion for the modern practitioner. Addressing a diverse audience and written by a master clinician and supervisor, Inspiration for the Weary Therapist helps modern therapists traverse the complicated landscape of practicing therapy in the age of COVID-19.

Instead of a heavy, theoretical approach that can leave the already exhausted therapist feeling more overwhelmed, Inspiration for the Weary Therapist guides readers through challenging professional situations, soothes them during upsetting clinical moments, and encourages them to keep going during changing times. Rather than teaching mental health professionals how to practice, this book helps them believe in themselves again and reconnect with their confidence as clinicians through increased self-compassion and personal growth.

This practical and helpful guide is essential reading for all mental health practitioners who are searching for inspiration and motivation and who want to reconnect to what it means to be a therapist.

David Klow, LMFT, is the author of You Are Not Crazy: Letters From Your Therapist and the founder of Skylight Counseling Center in Chicago.





“David Klow has offered us a supportive and generous book from the trenches. Although he too is wrestling with the role of the therapist during this time of massive global upheaval, he has found a way to convey to us a deep well of both empathy and leadership. This is no small feat! He writes simply (because he knows we are weary), but he writes thoughtfully (because he knows we cannot indulge simplistic formulations at a time like this). This is a book every clinician needs to have on their shelf.”

Alexandra H. Solomon, PhD, adjunct faculty at the School of Education and Social Policy at Northwestern University, licensed clinical psychologist at The Family Institute at Northwestern University, and host of the “Reimagining Love” podcast.

“Inspiration for the Weary Therapist is a delight to read! It richly delivers on Klow’s promise to fill the gaps in a therapist’s formal training, combat burnout, and offer practical suggestions from his many years of clinical work and supervision. Transcending models of therapy, the book covers the important topics of boundary setting, self-care, offering advice, and many more that bedevil practitioners. Therapists of all experience levels will find pearls of wisdom and telling clinical examples in these pages.”

Arthur Nielsen, MD, clinical associate professor of psychiatry and behavioral sciences at the Feinberg School of Medicine at Northwestern University, and the author of A Roadmap for Couple Therapy and Integrative Couple Therapy in Action.

“Inspiration for the Weary Therapist is just that and more. David Klow, a superb therapist and supervisor, offers precisely the sort of book that early career therapists and students in the mental health fields need. Sagaciously, Klow’s overarching theme lies in helping readers to find and retain their own therapeutic voice, even in these trying times. Yet, this book also brilliantly offers an almost endless repository of therapeutic tools as well as practical guidance about the pragmatics of working as a therapist. Filled with clinical wisdom and well-chosen vignettes, this is clearly a book every therapist can learn from and should be required reading for every beginning therapist.”

Jay Lebow, PhD, ABPP, LMFT, clinical professor, senior scholar, and senior therapist at The Family Institute at Northwestern University.
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Times are tough for therapists. We find ourselves in the midst of many perfect storms. Global changes, social unrest, tremendous upheaval, and trauma in the lives of our clients and our own besiege our clinical path. We put our hearts on the line in session and bleed openly with our clients. We throw ourselves into the mud with them and their messy lives. We work tirelessly to bring hope to those who are bereft and give direction to those who are lost.

It is a beautiful, noble, and worthwhile effort: our life’s work. Yet often, it is a slog. Our clients report a bit of progress, but then things fall apart. Our efforts to get through to them come up short. We can become lost and hopeless ourselves, watching people we have grown to care about continue to suffer and struggle.

In these moments, we turn to our supervisors or case consultants. We ask them to help us better understand the client and their presenting problem. We look for new methods or ways of thinking about the case. Supervision becomes the one place where we can talk openly about the work and find insights into how we can be more effective.

Quite often, however, supervision can become stale. We keep talking about the same cases, and the supervisor keeps offering the same perspective. Worse yet, supervision can turn into a game of Whack-a-Mole where we reactively try to solve the issue of the week. Instead of growing professionally and developing our clinical skills, supervision often turns into a place where we try to fix the most stuck cases and solve our clients’ endless problems. This often leaves the therapist in a reactive, hopeless place facing an onslaught of daily clinical problems.

As clinicians, we need to go beyond case consultation. We need to get to find inspiration and reconnect to what it means to be a therapist. As mental health practitioners, we talk about cases in supervision, but we often do not address our personal, professional, philosophical, and even spiritual development. We stay stuck in the details of cases instead of looking more expansively at trends in how we practice. Instead of supervision on our cases, we need inspiration and companionship that we can take to heart and share with our clients.

The essence of an inspired caseload is lived experience. To become a good therapist, we need to learn from our clients. When something goes wrong with a case, we can look at what happened, but we also need to go beyond the specifics. We need to discover the broader themes that show up across our practice. If, for instance, upon losing a case, we realized that the client felt misunderstood, then we could look at what it really takes to understand a client and for them to feel understood. We do not want to stop with just the case at hand. We want to develop ourselves as clinicians.

Moving beyond case consultation and into professional development is a vital and often missing component of clinical supervision and often leaves the supervisee feeling weary and alone. Having been a clinical supervisor in agency, educational and private practice settings for over 15 years, I have found professional development to be an essential aspect of supervision. I am certainly interested in the details of my supervisee’s cases. I want to help them handle specific clinical issues and enable them to figure out where to go with their cases. Addressing what to do in session is one very important part of supervision, yet there is so much more available.

There is another gear of supervision that has to do with developing ourselves as people. We must go further than the case consultation part of supervision and dive right into the big themes that show up in the therapy room. We need to resource the therapist at their roots, so they do not get bogged down in the details of their endless cases.

There are so many weary therapists out there burdened and overwhelmed by the gravity of the current human condition. My hope with this book is to cumulatively nourish our work so that we don’t have to go it alone. Rather than solving all of the tough cases we face on a regular basis, I hope to provide a deeper sort of inspiration and companionship that reaches further into the heart of our work. By getting to the source of the issues that befall us, I trust that we might find new perspectives and solutions to our most vexing cases.

As a cisgendered, straight, white male, I hold excessive privilege along with the power that comes with being a therapist. I am working on how my biases and privileges as a white man might impact how I practice, what I write, and how I understand what those around me are experiencing. Yet even with working on it, I carry tremendous blind spots and often default to the white-centered biases of our field. I am working on unpacking this through what Dr. Jennifer Mullan calls decolonizing therapy.1 Yet there is a lot of work to do, and there are certainly aspects of this book that may miss the mark. My hope, though, is that the messages in this book can serve all clinicians of all identities and inspire and uplift all of us that do this important work. My hope is that this book can be a practical clinical companion so that it supports the work of therapists everywhere.

There are, of course, many ways that clinicians practice. There is not one therapy. We each have our approaches and our preferred methods and theoretical backgrounds. This book does not claim to cover how every therapist practices. Rather it aims to address some of the common factors that cut across disciplines. The topics in the book typically exist in many of the modalities and approaches to doing therapy. A Cognitive Behavioral therapist might approach some of these topics in ways that an Emotionally Focused therapist would not. Regardless of the background or approach, some common factors exist in the practice of mental health counseling, and the topics addressed here hope to cross the boundaries of different kinds of therapy. While therapies do differ, the ideas and advice in the book can apply for the Cognitive Behavioral therapist as well as the Emotionally Focused therapist or Dialectical Behavioral Therapy practitioner, even if they apply the ideas through the lens of their own perspective. This book does not aim to address how to practice such models, but it does consider the differences experienced in coming from different perspectives.

Inspiration for the Weary Therapist started as a series of clinical conversations and talks with my staff at Skylight Counseling Center in Chicago. We started what we called “Supervision for the Soul” as a way to move beyond case consultation into the heart of what we do as clinicians. I ran these talks and recorded the contents of what I spoke about with my staff. Their questions clarified and elicited information about supervision that I would not have been able to articulate otherwise. We took the recordings, edited them down, and transcribed them. I built upon the transcription, polished and edited it, and turned it into this book in the hopes of sharing the material with clinicians everywhere, helping them cope with the struggles of practicing today.

The reason why I call this book Inspiration for the Weary Therapist is that it aims to reach into the deepest part of what it means to be a therapist and uplift those of us who are worn down by the work. Instead of having to go it alone, my hope is that this book is a companion of sorts that provides encouragement, ideas, new perspectives, innovative ways of working, and practical tips that set up the modern therapist to practice for a lifetime. If this book can inspire you, the therapist, then you might inspire your clients. If this book can provide some nourishment, then you will have just a little bit more to offer others. I hope that some of this book reaches the roots of you who are so you will continue to flourish.
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1PRACTICING DURING UNCERTAIN TIMES
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This chapter looks at how practicing therapy has changed in recent times. As the world changes around us, so does our work in session. Learning how to practice remotely during a pandemic, making sense of how social and political unrest change how we practice, and being prepared to guide people through uncertain times has become essential to being a clinician today. This chapter helps modern practitioners find some clarity about practicing during uncertain times.

Rethinking therapy

We need to rethink what therapy looks like. The image of a therapist sitting comfortably in their chair with the client across the room on the couch, clutching a box of tissues or a throw pillow, cups of tea sitting on side tables with a clock auspiciously placed within the therapist’s trained and caring gaze, might be a thing of the past. We need to let go of some of our assumptions about what therapy is and what it will become.

Many therapists never imagined doing mostly remote therapy, barefoot, family in the other room, client logging in from their parked car, testing the audio and video before finding a good connection, the clock prominently displayed in the window of our computer screen. Yet that is what therapy became in an instant during the COVID-19 pandemic, which in the United States took hold in March of 2020. The goal of creating a safe, contained space in which it was safe to look within had to adjust to larger global health factors. Both the client and the therapist’s central nervous systems were better served being in separate spaces, not in the same room. Being together in session would have created too much arousal. If one person sneezed or coughed, or if the client said they were traveling, it would likely have been too distracting to allow for the tranquility of a normal, private therapy session.

Moving online became more effective. Confidentiality had to be reconsidered. Clients logging in from their bedrooms and bathrooms became the norm. Sometimes they would log on with a glass of wine in their hands, other times there was someone in the next room from them. All of the predictability and control of in-person therapy went away and was replaced by a mode of treatment that was the solution for pandemic life. At first, most therapists were unsure how to practice this way. Yet over time, they found creative solutions, discovered ways to adjust, and learned how to practice anew. This sort of adjustment was uncomfortable for most but also showed the resiliency of therapists who were dedicated to serving their clients.

Practicing during uncertainty is not something that is new for clinicians. There have been times over the years where therapists have had to forget everything that they knew, discard their training, and just practice from instincts. On 9/11 in the United States, therapists had no answers for what was happening but had to show up for their clients and help them through the fear and confusion. During political upheaval and social unrest, clinicians have needed to bravely face their own uncertainty and reactivity and be honest with their clients within the scope of therapy. While we might wish to focus our sessions on our clients’ personal growth and development, there are times when we are called instead to help steady the ship on the changing tides of history.


Creating new boundaries

Learning how to practice during uncertain times is essential to being a therapist today. We have to be prepared for working in unexpected and unfamiliar situations. We also need to become comfortable controlling what we can and letting go of those things that are out of our control. Drawing a boundary around what is considered therapeutic is important but might also be changing. What we used to think of as out of bounds might now be acceptable if we wish to conduct therapy. We need to continually revisit what constitutes a break in the therapeutic boundary. Of course, confidentiality is essential. We need to maintain confidentiality if therapy is going to work. We also need to get clear about what we can guarantee is confidential and what is out of our control. While we choose a telehealth system that is compliant with the Health Insurance Portability and Accountability Act (HIPAA), we cannot guarantee that the client’s end of the platform will be secure, especially if other people are nearby when they are speaking. I would never do an in-person therapy session at a coffee shop, yet I have had to do a few telehealth sessions in which the client was calling in from an outdoor patio at a cafe. It was clear that there were others around, but this was the most secure place they could find.

Our own work-life boundaries need to be reimagined as well. Where once we had clear boundaries about being at work versus being at home, in uncertain times, we find ourselves reexamining what our office looks like. During the COVID-19 pandemic, most therapists had to adjust to practicing from home, much like other people who had the privilege of working from home. Learning how to create the mindset for working with clients while one’s family is in the next room was an adjustment for many clinicians. Redefining what the space is for therapy is a big part of practicing during uncertain times.

What helped for me was thinking about Rupert Sheldrake’s notion of the extended mind.1 In this notion, we understand the mind to extend beyond the body and make connections across space. Even if I were not in the same room as the client, perhaps our minds would form a sort of connection in the moment across the video screen or phone line. While I was much more accustomed to feeling a connection in person during sessions, it took some adjusting to recognize the meeting of the minds in a remote session. Over time, my intuitive clinical instincts got used to not being in the same room as the client and found their way into sessions in ways that felt quite comfortable and familiar.


Experiencing uncertainty alongside the client

What is typically not comfortable and familiar for most therapists is experiencing the same struggles as the client at the same time. Usually, we can hold space for our clients while they experience difficulties in their lives. Often we are not in the same exact experience with them. For instance, if they are going through a divorce or the loss of a loved one, unless we are also having our own divorce or loss at the same time, we can find perspective and perhaps even share our lived wisdom from our previous breakups or losses in life. Even if we are going through a divorce at the same time as the client, it is a separate situation, with different circumstances, and we might be able to find perspective so that we can be in a solid place to support the client. Usually, we can hold space for clients by finding parallels between their experiences and our own. For a client currently experiencing divorce or the loss of a loved one, we can find perspective or even share our wisdom from our own lived experiences of breakups or losses. With a global pandemic, for instance, we are in the same situation with the client. We are swimming in the same waters and might not have any answers, wisdom, or perspective to offer the client.

Experiencing the uncertainty of changing times alongside the client calls for a different sort of practice of therapy. We cannot reassure the client that everything will be alright, for we do not know if that is the case. We cannot stay a neutral observer of their struggles either because we are in the same boat. It would seem dishonest and disconnected if we did not acknowledge that we are having troubles with life’s changes too. In fact, it might form more of a bond with the client if we can give them a bit of a sense of how we are in it with them. We, of course, won’t make the session about us and our own pains, but we can find ways of indicating that we are working on managing life’s uncertainties as well. Maybe we have some coping strategies, but that might be all that we can offer, other than our time and our presence in session.

In a way, we are redefining what the therapy hour is when we meet with a client during uncertain times. Our time and our presence might indeed be all that we have to offer. Trying to offer more would be forcing it, and it would also be unfair to ourselves. Why would we try to overdo it? If we are impaired in some ways by living through challenging and uncertain times, we need to downshift our expectations of what we can do and what is possible in therapy. If you are normally a therapy sports car that can run in fifth gear, you might only be able to make it into third gear when the world around you is chaotic and out of balance. Therapeutic third gear might not feel as fulfilling as fifth gear, where tremendous, measurable progress and insights are gained, but it is more realistic, efficient, and honest. Your clients will be better served by you being okay with just being present with them in the uncertainty of life than by you trying to conduct therapy as usual.


Self of the uncertain therapist

Practicing during uncertain times means that we will likely feel uncertainty. The self of the therapist that usually feels connected, passionate, open, curious, and kind might feel uncertain. When we are learning to become a therapist, there is uncertainty about how to practice and what to say in session. This is quite normal, and clients usually are able to tolerate working with us while we learn our craft. While this sort of uncertainty does not necessarily feel good for the developing therapist, it is different from that of a therapist living during uncertain times. When most everything that we know in our personal and professional lives is thrown on its head, it creates an inner sense of being untethered. The ground metaphorically moves beneath our feet, and it can be difficult to pay attention to anything other than finding solid footing.

In these sorts of situations, the uncertain therapist needs radically heightened self-care. We need to be okay with our work being the best that it can be, even if “best” is mediocre. Practicing mental health care during troubling times is frontline work. The collective trauma of our clientele and of humanity gets into us and amplifies our own trauma responses of the moment. Instant compassion fatigue and burnout result. Hearing horrible stories and people’s lives falling apart session after session is unendurable. The empathic, sensitive therapist will absorb the weight of distress from their clients and get pulled under.

I heard from numerous seasoned therapists during the COVID-19 pandemic that, for the first time in their long careers, they thought about quitting. We might be able to withstand the suffering of our clients on a regular basis, but when everyone is suffering, including us, it causes the best of us to consider a career change. In these moments, increased self-care and a more realistic sense of what is possible in therapy need to be employed.


Surviving uncertain times

Banding together as therapists is also needed. Uncertain times often cause clinicians to feel alone and practice alone. The certainty of practicing alongside each other every day at the office, seeing one another for connection and consultation, can be taken away from us when our entire way of practicing is thrown upside down. Having to endure session after remote session alone in our home offices is not what we were trained to do. It does not match the spirit of the work of being with our clients in ways that are deeply felt and connected.

During these sorts of uncertain moments, we can imagine all of our fellow therapists simultaneously sitting down for their sessions with their cups of tea, readying themselves to be present, and holding space for their clients. We can count ourselves among them, understanding that we are not alone. We are part of a team of healers guiding our fellow humans toward a more holistic way of living on this planet. We can give ourselves a break and not feel like we have to figure it out or fix it ourselves. Others can help us. We can form teams of therapists that support our clients. We can find new ways of practicing that are more efficient, effective, and made for these times.

Reinventing how we do therapy is imperative during uncertain times.
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