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Using Relentless Empathy in the 
Therapeutic Relationship:  
Connecting with Challenging and Resistant Clients
By Anabelle Bugatti

Review by Karolina Krysinska

Anabelle Bugatti’s book “Using Relentless Empathy in the 
Therapeutic Relationship” aims to be a handy resource for 
psychotherapists and counsellors, who may be struggling in 
their work with challenging and resistant clients. The book is 
based on the concepts of the emotion focused therapy (EFT) 
and attachment science. EFT is a humanistic approach to 
psychotherapy formulated in the 1980s, which considers 
emotion and emotional regulation to be key organising 
agents in both the experience of an individual and in their 
significant relationships.
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Before presenting the book 
content in more detail, it will be 
good to briefly define the two key 
terms: “relentless empathy” and 
“difficult clients”. “Relentless 
empathy”, a concept based on 
Roger’s “unconditional positive 
regard”, refers to “never stopping 
to have empathy for our client, 
no matter how challenging or 
difficult they may seem”. “Difficult 
clients” are clients, who are more 
challenging to work with than 
others, as they resist the help 
therapy offers or challenge their 
psychotherapist’s level of skills or 
personal beliefs.

The book consists of seven 
chapters. The first two chapters 
set the scene for applying 
relentless empathy in the 
therapeutic relationship. The first 
chapter presents the science of 
attachment, including the 
neurobiological basis of 
attachment, secure and insecure 
attachment, and myths about 
attachment. The second chapter 
introduces the concept of 
relentless empathy, first by 
defining what is empathy and 
then by discussing barriers to 
empathy. Chapters that follow 
show applications of relentless 
empathy to psychotherapy with 
four categories of “difficult 
clients”: resistant clients, 
personality disordered clients (in 
particular narcissistic and 
borderline personality disordered 
clients), addicted clients, and 
angry or hostile clients. The final, 
seventh chapter looks at 
personal and professional 
applications of relentless 
empathy when interacting with 
the so-called “difficult people” in 
everyday life, including authority 
figures and work colleagues.

The book has several important 
features. The EFT and 
attachment science lens is 
consistently applied throughout 
the text, providing a solid clinical 
and scientific basis for the work. 
The author frequently provides 
references to seminal texts in EFT 
and expresses her deep 
appreciation of one of the 
founders of this approach to 
psychotherapy: Dr. Susan 
Johnson. This can be seen as a 
strength of the book, in particular 
appreciated by psychotherapists 
familiar with EFT. On the other 
hand, a reader who is new to this 
particular type of psychotherapy, 
as is the case with the reviewer, 
may need time to understand 
the principles and applications of 
EFT and wonder how to practice 
“relentless empathy” in their own 
clinical work, which is different 
from the EFT paradigm.

Examples and vignettes from the 
author’s psychotherapy practice 
show advanced clinical 
applications of the proposed 
approach in working with 
individual clients and with 
couples. The author strongly 
opposes using labels, such as 
clinical diagnoses of personality 
disorders, when working with 
clients who challenge the 
psychotherapist. Instead, Bugatti 
proposes a deeper attachment-
based understanding of 
interpersonal difficulties facing 
clients and their clinicians.

An endearing feature of the book 
is starting each chapter with a 
quote, including excerpts from 
the works of Henry David 
Thoreau, Gabor Maté, and 
George Eliot. These quotes add 
depth to the discussion and show 

the universal applications of 
topics and concepts covered in 
the book. Further, each chapter 
concludes with a series of 
“questions to consider”, such as 
the reader’s own attachment 
history, their understanding of 
empathy, and personal beliefs 
about personality disorders and 
addiction. These questions make 
the book more interactive and 
invite the reader to reflect on 
their own life, beliefs, and 
clinical practice.

In the final section on directions 
for relentless empathy, Bugatti 
reminds the reader that relentless 
empathy “means being able to 
understand what’s at work in 
human behaviour when people 
do behave in hurtful ways, and 
being open to making space for 
more than one side of the story 
without it feeling like a threat”. 
This is the core message of the 
book, which indeed allows the 
reader to gain a deeper 
understanding of how 
attachment science can be 
applied in a clinical setting when 
working with clients who 
challenge our beliefs and 
our skills.


