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There may be times when you are facilitating an equus coaching session when a client 
shares with you an experience where they felt unsafe or traumatized by a life event.  If 
you intuition signals you that there is a good deal of emotional charge around their 
memory and perception of what unfolded it’s an important time to slow things down.   
 
Your client is seeking a safe place to be seen and understood, most especially if they 
are opening up to become vulnerable as a result of the equus session.  They may be 
choosing to share something they have not shared with others before. 
 
There are three main elements that can help to create a safe place for your client to feel 
seen and understood.  Taking the time to create this container is extremely healing and 
transformative for your clients. 
 
You will always want to start your discussion from the place of empathy and reflective 
listening.  In the large majority of your client situations this first step of empathy and 
reflective listening is all you will ever need to offer as effective support. 
 
Step 1: Empathy 

a. Active Listening 
b. Asking open-ended, non-leading questions 
c. Reflections are a way for the coach to attempt to truly understand another’s 

experience 
○ See page 3 for handout about reflections and reflective listening 

d. Summarize discussion 
 

● Empathy is the capacity to understand or feel what another being is experiencing 
from within the other being’s frame of reference. 

● Note that Empathy is very different from trying to offer sympathy. See this video 
clip from Brene Brown to learn about the difference. 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1Evwgu369Jw 

 



If your client seems to be moving into a place of shame or guilt while processing the 
emotion and the memory of the events, then you may want to consider offering them a 
reflection that lets them know you want to genuinely understand their experience.  If the 
clients seems to be in a place where they feel alone and or over exposed in their 
vulnerability and sharing then you can take a moment to acknowledge that you’ve been 
in a similar place or felt a similar way at one point… with out place the focus on you and 
the depth of your own story. 
 
Step 2: Identifying 
 

a. To identify with another is to put oneself in another’s place, so as to understand 
and share their thoughts, feeling, problems, etc. 

b. A coach can attempt to identify with a client’s story without becoming entangled 
in the client’s emotional place. 
Examples  

○ “I know when I struggle with x,y,z it really helps me to ……” 
○ “I have not had your exact experience but I know the feeling of ……..” 

c. It is important to be aware that we can bump into our own blind spots and over 
identify with a client's story or experience. This may hinder our ability to be 
objective and helpful. 

 
If after you have connected through empathy or offered a reflection of identification to a 
client's journey and struggle, your client is still in a place of shame or feeling guilty, you 
may choose to offer a personal story (self-disclosure). 
 
Step 3: Self Disclosure 

a. If you have experienced a trauma yourself (similar to your client’s experience), 
self-disclosure may be a strategic option after consideration of the following: 

○ It is important for the coach to seek their own means of processing 
traumatic experiences before we can hold a neutral supportive place for a 
client to feel seen and understood. 

○ Consider whether or not self-disclosure will be helpful or harmful to the 
client (i.e., hearing another experience of trauma might further traumatize 
the client). 

○ Remember that the session is about the client.  Note that the coach’s self-
disclosure could shift the focus and create comparisons or unintended 
expectations. 

Examples  
a.    Sharing a short personal story that parallels your clients experience in order to 

help them witness that they are not alone. 
b.    Normalizing traumatic events so that they do not remain hidden away in shame or 

guilt.   



c.    Consider asking the client if this will be helpful:  “I’ve been through something 
similar.  It might be helpful to hear some things that were important for me to 
heal.  What do you think?” 

d. If a client asks you, “How long did it take you to heal from this event?” it’s 
important not to offer a specific time frame that they may latch onto.  Instead, you 
might answer the question in this fashion - “My healing time and journey was 
unique to me and all the specific factors that I had unfolding in my life at the 
time.”  “The same is true for you.  You will naturally have your own journey for 
healing, integrating and transforming the experience into a place that best serves 
your personal well being.  Trust in the greater intelligence and timing of simply 
allowing yourself the space to feel what you feel while seeking out the support 
you might need to create the relationship to these events that you yearn to hold 
for yourself.” 

 

Reflective Listening - Handout 
 Source;  Motivational Interviewing:  Helping People Change, Miller & Rollnick, (2013) 

 
 
Reflections have the effect of encouraging the other person to 

elaborate, amplify, confirm, or correct.   
  
Reflections are collaborative and non-judgemental 
Reflections are statements (voice inflection turns down at the end) 
  
Ways to open the reflection: 
It sounds like you… 
You’re wondering if… 
It seems to you that… 
You’re feeling… 
So you… 
  
Simple Reflections 
o   Repeating (repeats an element of what the speaker said) 
o   Rephrasing (uses new words) 
  
Complex (forward moving – going deeper) 
o   Paraphrasing (makes a guess to unspoken meaning) 
o   Reflection of feeling (a paraphrase that emphasizes the emotion) 
o   Metaphors and similes (Kind of like…; It’s as though…) 
o   Double-sided (On the one hand you_____ and yet you are ______) 
o   Continuing the paragraph (Anticipating what the client might say next) 
  



  
In general, simpler reflections are used at first, when meaning is less clear. Deeper 
reflections are ventured as understanding increases. Jumping too far beyond what 
was said, however, can turn into a roadblock. It is better to understate a feeling than 
overstate it (overstating can stop dialogue, understating continues it). 
 
 
 
 
 


