
Failing at Therapy 
 

News + Notes 
 
Have you ever left a session feeling defeated? I still remember my last "failed" session. I not 
only remember it, but I feel a lot of emotion thinking about the session and the details of the 
family's situation.  
 
Hopefully, “failing” is not a common occurrence, but it does happen every once in a while--even 
to the most experienced therapists. Disappointing sessions will always be a part of our work, 
because therapy is more art than science. Sure, there are best practices and guidelines, but 
implementing them is an art. And art is sometimes messy. 
 
There are the catastrophic failures--the sessions that spin out of our control, and we try to 
intervene to no avail (these are not common). And, there are the subtle confusions that can 
leave us wondering if we’ve connected genuinely with our clients. The latter are the topic of this 
e-mail. 
 
Let’s pay attention to the clues 
Have you had a conversation with a client that, when you offer an idea, they reply with “Well . . 
.,” or “Not exactly . . . .”  When you get these answers (or something similar), how do you 
respond? 
 
These replies are clues that we’re not on the same page with our clients. Some clients won’t let 
us know that we’re not “getting it.” Some will. Their willingness to let us know is a gift to therapy.  
  
These clues are gold.  
 
Clients give us clues all the time--verbally and non-verbally. It is our job to notice the clues. 
 
Our failed sessions happen when we stick to our agenda over clients’ requests (subtle or 
obvious), or we abandon our agenda and allow clients to lead the therapy session (usually, 
unknowingly).  
 
Yes. It’s a delicate balance, as you know. 
 
Here are 4 steps for preventing failed sessions and mismatched agendas: 
 

1. When a client gives you a clue, thank them for the correction, and work to get on the 
same page with them right away.  

 
2. Ask for your client’s feedback on the session during every session; use the feedback to 

adjust your approach. 



 
3. Use therapeutic transparence. Let clients know your thinking, and the connections you’re 

making. This helps them understand your direction, and it invites their input.  For more 
on this skill see “Reflecting from an ‘I’ position,” in this post. 

 
4. Assess and accept the client’s motivation and goals for therapy, and address unrealistic 

expectations. 
 
If we can accept that mistakes are a part of therapy, then therapeutic “failures,” obvious or 
subtle, can teach us a great deal.  
 
If you’d like to read more on preventing and properly processing “failed” sessions, this week’s 
blog post is on the subject:  Making Sense of a Failed Therapy Session. 
 

 
“Acceptance looks like a passive state, but in reality it brings something entirely new into 

this world. That peace, a subtle energy vibration, is consciousness.”  
--Eckhart Tolle 

 
 

References 
 
Here are a few more resources for managing the subtleties, and failures, of therapy effectively: 
 
The Making of a Therapist:  A Practical Guide for the Inner Journey, by Louis Cozolino 
 
How to Fail as a Therapist:  50+ Ways to Lose or Damage Your Patients, by Bernard Schwartz 
and John Flowers 
 

 
 

In the News 
 
This article is written for potential clients; however, if you want to expand your practice to online 
therapy, here are 6 services to investigate. 
 
Written for Californians, but good news nationally: President Obama Signs Bill to Add More 
Mental Health Providers for Veterans 
 
 

 
 
 

http://familytherapybasics.com/blog/2016/8/16/5-essential-skills-for-beginning-family-therapists
http://familytherapybasics.com/blog/2016/10/24/making-sense-of-a-failed-therapy-session
http://amzn.to/2dUdkEm
http://amzn.to/2dUbza2
http://www.pcmag.com/slideshow/story/348725/the-doctor-is-in-your-phone-6-online-therapy-services-to-hel
http://www.businesswire.com/news/home/20161020006299/en/President-Obama-Signs-Bill-Add-Mental-Health
http://www.businesswire.com/news/home/20161020006299/en/President-Obama-Signs-Bill-Add-Mental-Health


Is this newsletter not relevant to your life or work? Please feel free to unsubscribe below. 

Did you find this issue of News + Notes  helpful? Please forward it to a friend; they can 

subscribe here. 
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