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Critically discuss the impact of microaggressions within the therapeutic relationship

Microaggressions are associated with many marginalized groups such as people of colour, lesbian, gay, bisexual and transgender (LGBT), those with disabilities, women and religious minorities. However, this assignment intends to consider how microaggressions associated with race and culture effect the therapeutic relationship between counsellor and client. Key terms such as microaggression, therapeutic relationship, race, ethnicity, cultural humility and white privilege will be defined. A brief historical context of counselling theories and multicultural diversity will also be outlined alongside the vital components of a therapeutic relationship. 

Pierce coined the phrase ‘microaggression’ in 1970 to describe subtle, slights that denigrate a person due their race and ethnicity (Davis, Deblaere and Brubaker, 2016). (Sue (2010) defines microaggression as brief, everyday verbal or non-verbal affronts that communicate derogatory or negative racial slights to people of colour.  Microaggressions can be divided into three components; microassaults which are overt forms of physical and or verbal racism, microinsults which are considered to be subconscious forms of verbal or nonverbal racism and microinvalidations which are subconscious forms of microaggression pertaining to slights based on individuals’ beliefs and values (Sue, 2010). The therapeutic relationship, also known as working alliance, refers to the rapport between client and counsellor (Clarkson, 2009; Cooper and McLeod,2011). Race can be defined as physical biological characteristics such as hair and skin colour whereas ethnicity refers to cultural traditions such as religion and language (Lago,2006). Cultural humility is referred to as having a respectful attitude to other cultures and requires continued lifelong active participation in seeking out information to gain a better understanding of other-oriented cultures (Hook, Farrell and Davis et al, 2016). Sue (2017), states that the term white privilege refers to white skinned people having inherent benefits based on their race and encompasses the attitude that white western culture is the standard to judge other against. 

According to Barker, Vossler and Langdridge (2010), traditional counselling theories are Eurocentric and lack knowledge and awareness of difference and multicultural diversity. Counselling foundations date back to the 19th and 20th centuries and though differences can be found within the theories, they are derived from similar perspectives (Cooper, O’Hara and Schmid et al, 2013). Westernised norms were deemed as the superior standard to make judgements and assumptions against racial and ethnic minorities (REM), undervaluing their cultures (Owen, 2014). Wang, Leu and Shoda (2011) state traditional theories do not address cultural differences and exemplify Eurocentrism. According to Moss and Singh (2015), traditional theories do not take in to consideration the differences and diversity prevalent in modern society. Indications of future populations becoming increasingly multicultural are highlighted by the introduction of ethnic categories in the 2000 Census in United States of America (U.S.A) (Cohen and Caumont, 2016; Moss and Singh, 2015).  

USA Census indicate that by 2050, ethnic minorities will be the majority, representing 51% of society (Cohen and Caumont, 2016; Houshmand, Spanierman and De Stefano, 2017). Lago (2011) states that multicultural theories must be embedded in counsellors training, in order to build an effective therapeutic relationship with REM clients. Carl Rogers Person-Centred theory encapsulates the notion that empathy, congruence and unconditional positive regard (UPR) must be demonstrated by the counsellor to establish an effective working alliance (Moodley, Lago and Talahite, 2004). However, in order for these core conditions to be achieved, the counsellor must be self-aware, demonstrate cultural humilty and acknowledge their own bias’s (Moodley, Lago and Talahite, 2004; Proctor, 2009). The counsellor cannot express congruence, empathy or UPR if they lack knowledge and awareness of race and ethnic diversity as demographics consistently highlight populations are multicultural (Eunjung and Rupaleem, 2013). Counsellors lack of self-awareness, knowledge and understanding of REM, inhibits the potentiality of a positive client outcome and can be detrimental to the client’s physical and mental health (Fernando, 2010). 

According to Owen (2014), ethnic and racial microaggressions can cause clients psychological distress resulting in anger, anxiety and low self-esteem. A study conducted by Schoulte, Schultz and Altmaier (2011), highlights the harm caused by counsellors when not establishing a positive working alliance through a lack of shared multicultural knowledge. 120 REM clients were asked to consider whether their experience of entering into a counselling session with a white therapist was beneficial and produced a positive experience and outcome (Schoulte, Schultz and Altmaier, 2011). 53% of clients experienced microaggressions during their sessions, whilst 76% stated that microaggressions were not addressed (Schoulte, Schultz and Altmaier, 2011). Clients who did not confront the negative episode viewed the therapeutic relationship as less effective, as opposed to clients who discussed the issue with the counsellor (Schoulte, Schultz and Altmaier, 2011). 

According to Wang, Leu and Shoda (2011), REM clients often choose not to address microaggressions as they fear they will be labelled as claiming racial discrimination and not taking responsibility for their ‘real’ issue. Instead of confronting the racial slight, clients prematurely terminate sessions or apply less effort to interventions which can affect counsellors suggestions of a way forward and be detrimental to their mental health (Hook, Farrell and Davis, 2016). Microaggression affronts can lead to clients becoming isolated and experiencing racial battle fatigue (Houshmand, Spanierman and De Stefano, 2017). The concept of racial battle fatigue was coined to describe the social, emotional, psychological, physiological and environmental stress caused by white people against African Americans (Arnold, Crawford and Muhammad, 2016; Smith, Allen and Danley, 2007). Smith, Allen and Danley (2007) claims that racial battle fatigue is prevalent in white environments and causes African American males to suffer stress due to racial microaggressions. Smith, Hung and Franklin (2011) state that counsellors need to address their subconscious bias to eliminate racial slights occurring due therapy.

According to Cooper, O’Hara and Schmid, et al, (2013) 15% of therapy sessions are successful due to the application of appropriate techniques and theoretical perspective, however, 30% of successful outcomes are achieved via positive therapeutic relationships. Chang and Yoon (2011) conducted a study involving 23 African American clients working with white counsellors to ascertain whether microaggressions occurred during therapy sessions. The findings denoted that counsellors had little understanding of issues faced by people of colour and lacked awareness of their own subconscious and implicit bias (Chang and Yoon, 2011). As a result of not being aware of their own stereotypical attitudes, counsellors avoided any cultural or racial issues raised by the client and opted to minimize the differences voiced by REM clients (Chang and Yoon, 2011). Furthermore, the study highlighted that the clients deemed themselves to be at a disadvantage by entering into a therapeutic relationship with a white counsellor (Chang and Yoon, 2011). However, by ensuring counsellors training is improved to assure subconscious and implicit bias are acknowledged and an awareness of multicultural diversity is acquired, microaggressions may be eliminated from future therapy sessions (Owen, 2014; Sue, 2010). 

Wang, Leu and Shoda (2011) state that subconscious and implicit bias undermine the bond between counsellor and client and limit the chances of successful outcomes. Therapists require more skills to avoid the use of microaggressions and minimize the potential of rupturing the working alliance, by focussing on knowing and understanding themselves to a greater extent (Arnold, Crawford and Muhammad, 2016). A better understanding of attitudes, beliefs and knowledge of multicultural issues would be advantageous in strengthening the therapeutic relationship (Arnold, Crawford ad Muhammad, 2016; Wang, Leu and Shoda, 2011). Avoidance of racial and cultural issues forms a barrier to effective counselling for many REM clients and causes further psychological harm, compounding the client’s problems (Chang and Yoon, 2011). Sue and Sue (2013) state, therapists often minimize the importance of racial and cultural issues by becoming defensive and denying the client the opportunity to express their internalized emotions. 

According to Toomey and Storlie (2016), racially and culturally mis-matched therapists and clients should be avoided where possible to minimize the chances of microaggressions occurring. However, Davis, Deblaere and Brubaker (2016) state that although this seems like a perfect scenario, it is a difficult task to achieve and does not ensure a strong therapeutic relationship. Interestingly, Hook, Farrell and Davis (2016) claim that clients have higher expectations from therapists of the same REM and often feel more betrayed if microaggressions are apparent during their relationship. Hook, Farrell and Davis (2016) consider the importance of matching therapists to clients REM, secondary to the core condition of empathy. Toomey and Storlie (2016) suggest that race and culture are not always the most important issue to many REM clients, however, an understanding and appreciation of shared culture is required to establish a strong therapeutic relationship. Hook, Farrell and Davis (2016) state that preferred conditions vary for all REM clients and found that Latino men consider gender to be more important than race and culture when entering a working alliance. Likewise, in situations involving females and children involved in domestic violence, the requirement of a female therapist was deemed as being more important than a shared culture (Houshmand, Spanierman and De Stefano, 2017). 

Toomey and Storlie (2016) conducted research into the work of 206 school counsellors dealing with children who suffered varying forms of bullying ranging from overt to covert microaggressions. The purpose of the study was to ascertain if counsellors were equipped with adequate knowledge and understanding of diverse cultures to ensure positive outcomes, ensuring improvement in areas involving academia, career development and social well-being (Toomey and Storlie, 2016). The findings indicated that school counsellors required enhanced training to enhance in multicultural awareness and sensitivity to student’s daily experiences of microaggressions from other students and teachers. Students stated that they did not view school as a safe place or trust the counsellors as they were white and lacked an understanding of their differences (Moss and Singh, 2015; Toomey and Storlie, 2016). Of the 206 school counsellors, 86% viewed themselves as being multiculturally aware, yet the students considered them to demonstrate subconscious biases (Toomey and Storlie, 2016). Hook, Farrell and Davis et al (2016) suggests that counsellors who demonstrated cultural humility produced more positive client outcomes than those without.

Hook, Farrell and Davis et al (2016) conducted a study regarding counsellors perceived cultural humility and the occurrence of microaggressions during therapy sessions. Of the 2,212 REM clients, an overwhelming 81% claimed they suffered at least one microaggression during their time with the counsellor regarding either minimization of a cultural issue or denial of stereotypical attitudes (Hook, Farrell and Davis et al, 2016). The study also conduced that microaggressions impacted matched clients who were culturally matched with counsellors, to a greater extent than those who were mis-matched (Hook, Farrell and Davis, et al, 2016). This finding also supports Hook, Farrell and Davis et al (2016) claim that matched clients feel more betrayed than mis-matched clients. However, clients who considered their therapists to demonstrate cultural humility stated that microaggressions were minimal (Hook, Farrell and Davis, et al2016). Consistent forms of microaggression denoted during the study ranged from colour-blindness and denying stereotypical attitudes, to stating lower standards of behaviour were acceptable from REM and avoidance of cultural issues (Hook, Farrell and Davis et al 2016). 

However, Davis, Deblaere and Brubaker et al (2016) suggest that counsellors who have cultural humility acknowledge their mistakes and limitations, demonstrating a willingness to continue active participation in lifelong learning. Davis, Deblaere and Brubaker et al, (2016) conducted a study including 128 REM clients to identify if cultural humility affected the therapeutic relationship when microaggressions were present. The findings indicated that 63% of clients were subjected to racial or cultural slights but continued the therapy due to an acceptance of the counsellor’s cultural humility (Davis, Deblaere and Brubaker et al, 2016). Often, when microaggressions occur, clients view the counsellor as less culturally humble and ruptures of the working alliance take place due to clients not feeling safe or confident to place their trust in the counsellor (Hook, Farrell and Davis, 2016).

 According to Sue (2013) race talks are needed to open dialogues based on racism, discrimination and prejudice to encourage individuals to know themselves better and have a greater understanding of their own subconscious bias. Sue (2010; 2017) claims that covert racism is decidedly more harmful to individuals psychological and physiologically although the perpetrators are often well-meaning people. White people are often anxious of appearing racist, therefore refuse to enter into such discussions (Sue, 2017). This behaviour enforces the concept of white privilege, by denying responsibility for racism (Sue, 2017). The power dynamics between client and therapist will continue to be imbalanced until this issue is addressed and microaggressions will continue to be minimized until improved training is attained by therapists (Sue, 2010; 2017). 

According to Toomey and Storlie (2016), positive client outcomes will be achieved if counsellors continue to enhance their skills and demonstrate an awareness of microaggressions commonly used such as minimizing issues and denying their own subconscious bias. Counsellors should validate client issues and be open to discussing other-oriented cultures as opposed to changing the subject or insinuating that the client is being hypersensitive to racial issues (Smith, Allen and Danley, 2007; Toomey and Storlie, 2016). Cultural humility should be practiced by all therapists and assumptions regarding REM cultures should not be made (Smith, Allen and Danley, 2007; Toomey and Storlie, 2016). 

On balance, microaggressions negatively impact on the therapeutic relationship and result in poor client outcomes (Tolan and Wilkins, 2016). Racial or cultural slights that occur within the working alliance are detrimental to client’s psychological and physiological health, resulting in stresses such as anger, anxiety and low self-esteem (Sue, 2010). However, microaggressions can be decreased by therapists enhancing their skills and developing their understanding and knowledge of other-oriented cultures (Houshmand, Spanierman and De Stefano, 2017). Therapists must be self-aware of their own subconscious and implicit biases and be cognizant of microaggressions commonly used such as denial of stereotypical attitudes and avoidance of race and cultural issues (Owen, 2014).  Continued training in multicultural therapies as opposed to traditional Eurocentric theories is essential to meet the needs of the ever-changing diversity and demographics of society (Smith, Allen and Danley, 2007). 
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