[image: ]
Therapy – how to prepare and what to expect!

You’ve made the decision to start therapy. That is courage! Starting therapy is one of the most powerful steps you can take toward personal growth, emotional resilience and wellbeing. If you are a first-time therapy person or if you are coming back for more, preparing yourself mentally and emotionally can make all the difference. 
Here are a few tips I have prepared to help you. 
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1.Know Your Why? 

Often, there are some external events that prompt us to seek therapy – loss, relationship issues, career issues, Burnout, Anxiety, Depression, Loneliness, Life transitions – menopause, having children, children leaving home, caring for parents but also, it can just be a feeling, a felt sense that all is not well and you need to talk about it. All are welcome. 
Having an idea as to why you are seeking therapy is helpful for you as it will guide you to the person you need to see. Therapists can specialise and focus on specific issues – the issue you are looking at – so take some time to think and review all the people that say they can help. Do they have the skills to be able to help you? 
It’s tempting to want to contact one person and go with that one person however it is a good idea to talk to a few people. You need to feel comfortable talking to this person, you need to feel safe and in good hands so getting a feel for a few therapists can help you know when you meet the one as it were!
You don't need to have all the answers. Therapy is a space where goals can evolve—but having a starting point keeps both you and your therapist grounded. Even jotting down a few notes or writing in a journal before your first session can make a big difference.




2. Set Realistic Goals and Expectations     				     [image: Cartoon checklist and pencil]
Therapy is a process. Unless you are doing a specific solution focused therapy, which works towards a defined outcome. Therapy can take time. If you only have a certain time limit, it is good to discuss this with your therapist and then the work can remain focused. This can be some of the most successful work. It is your choice. 
Equally therapy can go on for years and often does. It’s a gradual process that requires patience, persistence, and open dialogue. But if you ever feel that you are not learning from this process then you need to talk to your therapist or decide to see another person. It may be that the person you are seeing is not the right fit for you. 
In some cases, therapy might reveal challenges you weren’t initially aware of. That’s okay, and it's part of the growth process. Trust that discovery and healing take time, and that showing up and engaging authentically is progress in itself.
3. Frequency                                                                                                [image: Red marker on a calendar]
Once you have agreed to work with your chosen therapist they should send you a therapeutic contract – it is a good idea to get the paperwork out of the way before your first session so that you can arrive and focus on yourself.  
Your contract will outline your billing information – fees and payment details, session length, cancellation charges, appointment frequency and what to do in an emergency. Read it and make sure you are ok with the details and ask questions if not. You are paying for the service. Your therapist should also ask for your GP details and a next of kin as well as any existing medical conditions and medication. This is to ensure your safety. They are trained to keep your safety a priority and need to make sure they can contact the right people if needs be. 
Your therapist should also explain their confidentiality statement. All therapists are ethically bound to safeguard the information you share with them. Other than a few rare circumstances, such as if they believe you may harm yourself or others, they can’t talk about you to anyone else without your permission. During your very first meeting, your therapist will clearly explain confidentiality and its limits. If they don’t mention it, you can ask them about it.

4. Come Prepared With Topics – But Be Open
Sometimes it will be clear what you want to talk about – an event that week, strong feelings you have noticed or you will be continuing on from your previous session and working on a specific subject. There is no agenda – it is your session and what you want to get out of it is the most important thing. Sometimes you might have a plan with your therapist but then something happens in life and this becomes the priority. Try to stay flexible and open to the process. 
This being said, here are some prompts to help you think about what might be bringing you to therapy: -
· Challenges you are currently facing 
· Recent changes in yourself or life circumstances that prompted you to seek therapy
· Observations from family or friends 
· Information about your personal background (your family situation, significant events, etc.)
· How long you’ve been experiencing your current difficulties (if you’re bothered by social anxiety, for instance, has this plagued you for years or is it new?)
· Current coping mechanisms
It might feel intimidating at first to talk about some of these topics. As you prepare your list, consider what you want to say and jot down some notes to guide you during the session.
It’s useful to keep a journal—recording thoughts, moods, or events throughout the week. This creates a helpful touchpoint when sitting down with your therapist. Even quick notes on your phone can be enough to remind you of important conversation topics. Also, thinking about what you learned in your session with your therapist can help you make progress – as with all things – what you put in will be equal to what you get out of it. 
Some therapist will set homework, and some will absolutely not. They should be directed by you. If you want something to work on in between sessions then ask, if they offer it and you don’t want to do anything; that’s ok too – just say. Try to stay open with your therapist and have the discussion about your needs and wants. 


5. Prioritise Consistency and Honesty                                                     [image: A talking face]
Consistency is essential if you want to see real change. Just as you would schedule regular time for a fitness routine, give therapy ongoing time in your calendar. Regular sessions allow issues to surface naturally and help build a trusting, comfortable relationship with your therapist.
It is also important to be as honest as you can. No feelings are unacceptable. Your therapist should create a safe and non-judgmental space for you and your openness will help you and your therapist make progress. Equally it is ok and helpful to tell your therapist if you are struggling to say how you feel – they can help you.


6. Think About Afterwards and Support                                          [image: Hot chocolate in a cafe facing window]
Therapy can be hard emotional work, so it is important that after each session, you give yourself time to process. It is understandable that you may cry. Crying is the body’s way of releasing toxins and a healthy way of coping with emotions. Many people fear if they start crying, they might never stop – this is not the case. Emotions pass and it is important to let them. 
Following your session emotions may linger, new realisations might feel overwhelming, or you may simply need a few minutes to reflect. If possible, avoid jumping straight into work calls or social plans immediately after therapy.
Often, we are in the midst of busy lives but if you can be as kind to yourself as possible afterwards that will help. If you have the time, go for a coffee, sit and write about what you have just experienced, listen to music or take a walk. 
Consider your support network – do you have someone you can tell that you are doing this? Someone you could chat to if you need to in between sessions. Make yourself aware of additional support organisations in case of need – The Samaritans or local crisis services. 
Take a look at your self-care regime – what are your current coping strategies? Are you being kind to yourself when you need it? Eating a healthy diet, getting some sleep and basic fresh air and mild exercise are all important supportive resources. If you feel you don’t have a good routine talk to your therapist and they will help you put things in place so that you feel supported whilst you are doing this. 

7. It is Okay to Switch Therapists
Therapy is a primarily a relational experience – that means that the relationship you have with your therapist is very important, however this does take time to develop. If you are feeling that you are not getting along with your therapist or not getting anything out of your therapy – firstly talk to them if you can – they should be open to receiving this feedback and talk the issues through with you – and if they are not and act defensively then this is a clear sign that perhaps you are a not a good fit for each other. 
Try to give it a few sessions – therapy takes time to settle into. If you feel frustrated after five or six sessions, it’s okay to find a new therapist to work with.
Here are a few signs that this therapist isn’t for you:
You feel disconnected from the therapist
Each session has ended with you feeling confused or discouraged


Final Thoughts
Therapy is a valuable and often life-changing experience which can be enhanced by thoughtful preparation. By reflecting on your goals, setting realistic expectations, showing up consistently, and fostering honesty and integration, you can unlock the full potential of your therapy sessions.

Remember, this is your space. The more you invest in it, the more it gives back. Whether you're just beginning or already in the process, these tips will help ensure every session counts.
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