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Abstract
The therapeutic relationship is an inevitable characteristic of power. Due to a vulnerability that clients come with when they enter the counseling session and the professional power that counselors possess, an imbalance of power is structural in every clinical encounter. This paper discusses the use of power in the counseling relationship and how counselors can use it ethically to advance the welfare of clients instead of causing harm. The paper brings to the fore the two fundamental aspects of relational air in the form of professional power and cultural humility as fundamental lenses with which the practice of ethical counseling must be perceived based on peer-reviewed literature, the American Counseling Association (ACA) Code of Ethics, and the foundational work presented in the Introduction to Counseling: Voices from the Field. An imaginary case demonstrates how these principles are reflected in practice, and then the ethical and cultural considerations are discussed and personal reflection on the skills that need to be developed in future counselors is given.
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Introduction
The overlay of successful counseling is a purposive, limited relationship that is client-centered and aimed at client well-being. This dynamic is a special kind and, by nature, contains an aspect of power difference that defines communication, trust, and results. This essay addresses the issue of power working in the therapeutic relationship and how such power can be ethically applied. The ability to comprehend power is also necessary in counseling-in-training to practice safely and economically 1. The authority of the counselor should be utilized consciously, cautiously, and thoughtfully to prevent harm or exploitation. The paper will explain the therapeutic relationship, explore professional power and cultural humility, apply the concepts to a case, and comment on skills development.
Defining the Therapeutic Relationship
The therapeutic relationship, sometimes known as the therapeutic alliance or working alliance, is a deliberate, cooperative relationship between a counselor and a client with the express purpose of helping clients grow, recover, and thrive. It differs from the daily relationships in several essential ways. As opposed to a friendship, the counseling relationship is designed to be asymmetrical: it is there to provide services to the needs of the client, but not to the needs of the counselor. Contrary to family relations, it is regulated by professional ethics, time-bound, and organized by clear objectives. Counseling is non-prescriptive and participative, unlike advice-giving, which is more prescriptive and directive.
Recent research affirms that the therapeutic alliance is the most viable indicator to expect positive results in the psychotherapy (face to face and online) and client to therapist agreeableness on the objectives, activities and emotional attachment is paramount. According to research, therapists' sensitivity to power relationships and client attributes is significant in the quality of the alliance. The working alliance, or therapeutic relationship, is a formal, organized relationship that benefits the client and helps them grow. It is not symmetrical like friendships or family relations, ethically regulated as well as goal oriented. The model suggested by Bordin, namely, agreement on goals, tasks, and bond, is core. The latest systematic reviews (2021-2024) indicate that the quality of alliances is predictive of outcomes regardless of the modality (i.e., online therapy) and adaptability to the characteristics and the situation of the therapist 2,3. The location of power is maintained: therapists possess structural power in terms of credentials and legal obligations, and clients cannot but adopt vulnerable positions. Recent research emphasizes the importance of mindful navigation of this power imbalance carefully because improperly handling it might destroy trust. Therefore, the alliance is an opportunity and a responsibility- it simplifies change and ensures the clients are not attacked.
Core Relationship Factors
Professional Power
Professional power is the first fundamental factor; the structural and role-based power which counselors possess due to their training, credentials and institutional position.  The peer-reviewed literature that has emerged recently perceives professional power in counseling as a structural and knowledge-based power rooted in training, expertise, and institutional functions. When based on more current theories, such as the Power Threat Meaning Framework, therapists have epistemics, the power over their psychological interpretations and formulations, which naturally establishes an asymmetric dynamic between counselor and client 4. The therapists gain access to clinical knowledge and record-keeping habits, which strengthen this asymmetry and influence the direction of therapeutic processes. 
The existing studies stress that 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 5. Trust and engagement are enhanced when counselors exhibit competence, cultural responsiveness, and cultural humility, achieving better outcomes. 
However, the current research also warns that 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 6. 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.
Cultural Humility
The second core is cultural humility, which is a lifelong learning process of self-reflection and self-examination where counselors constantly explore how their personal cultural identities, privileges, and biases shape their perceptions and interactions with their client. Cultural competence and cultural humility differ in that the latter is not based on the assumption that the counselor is knowledgeable about any culture but places the counselor in an attitude of being a learner who is open and curious enough to approach every client.
More recent literature defines cultural humility as an ongoing process of self-reflection, openness, and critical awareness of the prejudices and social status one holds. A review of psychotherapy emphasizes the fact that cultural humility facilitates therapeutic relationships because it makes counselors take up an educator approach instead of using the assumption that they know more about the culture 7. Unlike previous static models on competence, it focuses on continuous self-assessment and attention to client identity and context.
In recent times, it has been demonstrated that cultural humility is a key contributing factor to improved therapeutic alliance and client engagement, especially when considered in the context of marginalized populations. The research on the topics of healthcare and counseling (2024-2025) suggests that self-awareness, egolessness, and considerate communication positively influence trust and the quality of provided services 8. In contrast, the absence of cultural humility is associated with microaggressions, inappropriate communication, and poor treatment outcomes. Altogether, modern studies emphasize that cultural humility is no longer a choice but a vital requirement to conduct ethical practice because it assists in reducing the power gap and advocates for more cooperative and client-focused counseling relationships.
Application to Counseling Practice
The theoretical example aids in demonstrating the way professional power and cultural humility can be employed in practice. Imagine a scenario in which Marcus, who is a counselor in training, is dealing with Amara, who is a first-generation immigrant, with anxiety. At one of the sessions, Amara gets into a withdrawal to talk about family. Recent studies underline that these moments are frequently characterized by complex power dynamics, such as structural power, cultural differences, and previous experience with institutions 9. Marcus possesses professional power, whereas Amara might also be at work with intersecting inequalities related to gender, migration, and cultural conventions. Modern research emphasizes that culturally responsive therapists cannot pathologize client behavior but see it through sociocultural perspectives 10. As a form of cultural humility, Marcus could listen to Amara about her discomfort and could encourage collaboration, which would strengthen her autonomy. According to the research on psychotherapy, clients with counselors who take an open attitude and collaborate in making choices report more therapeutic alliances and more trust 11. This practice aligns with ethics that focus on the proper regard for client autonomy and dignity. Marcus utilizes his professional power positively by switching directive authority to collaborative engagement. Empirical evidence is consistent that this balance, where the structure is provided, yet the client voice is funded, improves engagement and mitigates relational harm, especially when clients have a marginalized background.
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. New peer-reviewed literature supports the idea that managing power through ethics is at the core of counseling practice. 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 12. 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 13. More recent literature also emphasizes the importance of counselor self-awareness in power management. Indicatively, studies on countertransference indicate that uninterrupted emotional responses and prejudices may undermine professionalism, cultural sensitivity, and ethical decision-making processes 14. 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 15. 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 skills of therapeutic relationship that I will find most difficult to achieve will be the ability to practice genuine cultural humility as an ongoing, lived decision, and not based on theory. Cultural humility is a practice that must involve continuous self-reflection, particularly of assumptions that are influenced by privilege and personal experience. This may be challenging in real counseling sessions, as the answers are usually instant, and it is easy to analyze the experiences of the clients in my cultural perception without even noticing it. Taking time to challenge these assumptions might be counterintuitive or unproductive in the short term. To build this ability, I will focus on reflective journaling to learn more about the ways my cultural identity affects my perception of mental health and relationships. I will also request supervision that is open to discussing matters of power and culture and receiving feedback as a means of development. Also, I would like to expand my exposure to a wide range of views through reading and experience.
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