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Power in the Therapeutic Relationship: How It Operates and How It Can Be Used Ethically
The counseling relationship is a intentional, time-constrained partnership with the sole focus on the welfare of the client. In contrast to social relationships, this relationship is characterized by a very specific power distance that conditions communication, trust, and therapeutic results (Kottler & Shepard, 2014). To practice safely and competently, counselors-in-training should leave the superficial perception of this bond behind and acknowledge it as professional tool that must always be under ethical vigilance. This paper discusses the nature of power in the therapeutic relationship and how counselor authority is ethically used in promoting growth without exploiting the other person.
Defining the Therapeutic Relationship
The therapeutic relationship is a purposeful, collaborative partnership designed to help clients thrive through a structured, professional connection. Kottler and Shepard (2014) argue that this relationship is fundamentally different from personal social circles. A friendship relationship is reciprocal, whereas the counseling relationship is intentionally asymmetrical, prioritizing the client's needs over those of the counselor. Moreover, it is controlled by the ethics of the profession, time-constrained, and structured by definite goals as opposed to family relationships. This architecture keeps the counselor a facilitator of self-discovery and not a prescriptive advice-giver, with a non-directive environment that supports autonomy.
The quality of the alliance and client safety largely depends on how a counselor is sensitive to power dynamics. This authority lies in structural conditions, including professional qualifications and the vulnerability that is inherent in the client in his seeking help position. Because the counselor holds the "expert" status, they must navigate this imbalance mindfully to avoid destroying trust or unintentionally exerting control. Such authority is used wisely to establish a safe space, but when neglected, the power gap may result in an ethical violation in which the needs of the client are neglected. Thus, the counselor needs to use his influence on the client consciously so that the relationship becomes a means of change and not a means of pressure.
Finally, the therapeutic relationship is a serious opportunity as well as a professional duty. Counselors can avoid the pitfall of victimization and enable true healing in clients by respecting the limits of their working relationship and considering the structural power that it provides. Managing this power, striking a balance between professional and client-elevated concern, is what defines an ethical practitioner. By utilizing power consciously and insisting on the objectives of the alliance, the counselor manages the relationship as a safe and productive environment where the client can thrive.
Core Relationship Factors
Professional Power
Professional power forms the core foundation of the therapeutic relationship, stemming from specialized training, credentials, and institutional status of a counselor. The recent peer-reviewed literature emphasizes that this is a structural, knowledge-based power that determines clinical functions. In the modern frameworks, such as the Threat Meaning Power Framework, this is epistemic power. This is the therapist’s authority to shape psychological interpretations and formalize "the story" of a client's life. This imparts an asymmetric dynamic automatically, as the counselor possesses the tools for diagnosis and record-keeping. The therapist has enormous control over the direction of therapy by managing the storytelling and the recording of the progress. Though necessary as a guiding tool, this imbalance should be met with caution so that the expert point of view of the counselor does not dominate the lived experience and personal agency of the client in the process of healing. This power may be advantageous when used in an ethical way. The therapeutic relationship is always defined as one major process of change, and the clients tend to believe that the therapist is a fountain of safety, organization, and professional guidance (Bafiti, 2021). Trust and engagement are enhanced when counselors exhibit competence, cultural responsiveness, and cultural humility, achieving better outcomes. 
However, power imbalances may undercut client autonomy in a subtle manner. The lack of awareness about this dynamic can result in the unwilling delivery of therapy values or cultural misconceptions, especially with marginalized groups (Chu & Cheung, 2025). Further, excessive (e.g., dominance) and insufficient (e.g., the absence of structure) use of professional power also correlates with poorer therapeutic alliances. Therefore, to enhance client empowerment and involvement, continuous awareness, reflexivity, and proportional use of power are essential in the ethical counseling practice.
Empathy 
Empathy is the second element of core and the experiential bridging in the therapeutic relationship. In contrast to professional power, which offers a framework, or cultural humility, which offers an ethical position, empathy is the relational force that authenticates the internal world of the client. The capacity of the counselor to get into the private space of the perceptions of the client, as though it were their own, without losing the as if aspect. Recent peer-reviewed literature no longer focuses on the understanding of empathy as a personality trait, but rather defines it as a dynamic and co-constructed process. Through research conducted by Murphy and Joseph (2021), it is reaffirmed that person-centered empathy is one of the most important predictors of positive clinical outcomes. In a post-pandemic landscape, this has evolved into "relational depth," where the counselor’s ability to communicate felt understanding is vital to maintaining the "safe base" necessary for psychological change (Bafiti, 2021).
There is also the need to strike a balance between the inherent situation and counselor/client dynamics, and empathy is one way of doing so. Wampold et al. (2023) state that high-functioning therapists rely on empathy to correct the power distance that is created by professional authority.  The counselor goes beyond becoming a clinical professional and turns into a friend of the client by skillfully recording the unspoken feelings of the client and the secret meanings. In a collaborative model, a kind of personal agency is generated, in which the therapeutic narrative is no longer only the interpretation of the therapist with the epistemic power to tell such a narrative, but now a discovery along with the lived truth of the client.
Besides, a study by Kokorelias et al. (2025) purports that high rates of trust and compliance with treatment are directly linked with empathic communication, which assumes active listening and emotional involvement, in a broad spectrum of clinical contexts. When the counselor displays intense empathy, it is perceived that the client is within specific circumstances, and no cultural misunderstandings or microaggressions are possible. Lastly, compassion can transform the clinical experience into a phenomenal transformation, and professional wisdom is applied as a device of actual empowerment and curing.
Application to Counseling Practice
The interplay of professional power and empathy is clearly evident in the applied counseling practice. To illustrate a situation where an investment in counseling training takes place, imagine a case where Marcus, a trainee counselor, is treating Amara, an anxious client. In one of the sessions, Amara is closed off when she talks about her family. Marcus has professional power at this time, as he is the one leading the session (through his role, training, and authority). The way he exercises that power summarizes whether the interaction aids or cripples the therapeutic process. Instead of directing his professional influence by compelling her to disclose or misunderstanding her withdrawal, Marcus manages his professional authority by empathic engagement. He observes how Amara is changing emotionally and is responsive so as not to dictate but to give space. This represents a clear exercise of power not in the form of control but of structure that safeguards the autonomy of the client.
Here, empathy acts as a balancing mechanism. Marcus, by listening to the emotional clues of Amara and reacting out of curiosity but not presumption, conveys the message to her that her inner life is more important than his professional interpretations. This changes the relationship to an interactive model where professional authority exists but is not so overpowering. In that way, Marcus upholds the framework that is required to achieve therapeutic progress without causing Amara to be merely a passive participant in the process. His power is realized by making things safe and setting the session at the right pace, not by telling what to do. This will lead to enhanced trust, and Amara is likely to resume engagement at her own scale. This case shows that ethical counseling is not the lack of power but a deliberate control over it. Professional power, when influenced by empathy, becomes an empowering tool, as opposed to an influencing one. The counselor is in charge of the process, and the client is the owner of his/her experience, and the therapeutic relationship runs as a true growth field.
Ethical and Cultural Considerations
Ethical management of power in counseling is not an accident, but it is a foundation. The ACA Code of Ethics (2014) explains six fundamental principles that regulate the behavior of counselors: autonomy, nonmaleficence, beneficence, justice, fidelity, and veracity. All these principles are directly involved in the application of power in the therapeutic relationship. Autonomy is an invitation to counselors to assist clients in making their own decisions as opposed to dictating. Nonmaleficence does not allow harm, even the harm of cultural invalidation or paternalism. Beneficence means that counselors must be proactive in promoting the welfare of their clients, and it necessitates that they understand the dynamics of power. Justice requires fair treatment irrespective of the social identity of a client. The modern studies have stressed that power acts in the context of larger social and relational situations and that counselors need to be proactive in identifying the inequities present in the system and how they affect the therapeutic relationship (Amari, 2026). Research points out that ethical values like autonomy and beneficence may be at odds, especially when a counselor may be prone to paternalism by passing his own judgment instead of facilitating the self-determination of a client (Rogers et al., 2025). Indicatively, studies on countertransference indicate that uninterrupted emotional responses and prejudices may undermine professionalism, cultural sensitivity, and ethical decision-making processes (Rahmani & Khaira, 2024). Moreover, scholarships of relational ethics claim that traditional models of ethics based on principles should be augmented with consideration of context, culture, and dynamics of power in relationships (Smedley et al., 2026). In general, the ethical counseling practice is presently found in the existing literature as a continuous, reflective approach that incorporates power awareness, cultural humility, and relational accountability.
Reflection: Developing as a Counselor
The most difficult therapeutic skill I expect to develop is that of engaging in real empathy, not as a theoretical concept but as a continuous, effortful process. Empathy does not just involve knowing the situation of a client; it involves getting into the emotional life of the client, whilst in their entirety, and judging them not. In practice, this may be a challenge during actual counseling sessions, where answers may be required on the spot, and one may find themselves interpreting the experience of their clients using their own perceptions and presumptions without consciously being aware of it. At times, taking a moment to process and be empathetic might be counterintuitive, particularly when one is under stress to offer guidance or solutions. Nevertheless, I also understand that deeply therapeutic relationships are established on the premises of the client being heard, understood, and affirmed. This level of empathy needs to be developed through conscious effort and constant self-awareness.
To enhance this skill, I intend to practice reflective journaling so that I can learn how my life experiences, feelings, and prejudices affect my reactions with clients. The practice will guide me to know when I can drift out of focus and not even be focusing on the client. I will also respond proactively to supervision that stimulates open talks on emotional sensitivity, interpersonal dynamics, and developmental areas. Positive feedback will play a crucial role in ensuring that I improve on my empathetic responses. Additionally, I hope to expand my experiences of different human experiences with reading, training, and the experience of the real world. In this way, I will be able to expand my ability to relate to clients who have diverse backgrounds and life circumstances. In the long term, I would like to develop empathy as a regular and natural aspect of my working practice in counseling, which would also build trust and treatment efficiency.
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