
What to Look for in a Therapist 
 

A Thoughtful, Prepared Approach 

Choosing a therapist can feel overwhelming. Many people worry about “picking the wrong one,” 
or feel discouraged after a few mismatches. This can lead to self-doubt or the belief that therapy 
“doesn’t work for me.” 

In reality, choosing a therapist is not about finding a perfect match. It is about finding a 
good-enough fit. A relationship that supports safety, growth, and meaningful change over time. 

This guide is meant to help you approach the process with clarity, self-trust, and realism, 
rather than pressure or urgency. 

 

What Actually Makes Therapy Work 

Research consistently shows that the quality of the therapeutic relationship matters as much 
as, if not more than the specific techniques used. 

A helpful therapist is not someone who never makes mistakes, but someone who: 

●​ Helps you feel heard and respected​
 

●​ Is open to feedback​
 

●​ Encourages your autonomy​
 

●​ Uses tools they genuinely believe in and practice themselves​
 

This document is designed to help you notice these qualities early, and to recognize when 
something may not be working without assuming failure on your part. 

 

Clarifying Your Must-Haves 

Before beginning your search, it can be grounding to clarify what matters most to you. Doing 
this ahead of time helps conserve emotional energy and reduces frustration. 
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Specialization​
If you are working on something specific (such as trauma, OCD, addictions, postpartum 
depression, or panic disorder), it is often helpful to look for a therapist with focused training and 
experience in that area. 

Beyond a therapist’s license, many clinicians pursue postgraduate training and certifications in 
specific approaches, such as TEAM-CBT, EMDR, DBT, or other evidence-based models. These 
trainings often involve years of additional study, consultation, and supervised practice. 

While some therapists describe themselves as working with “everything,” mental health, like 
medicine, is a field where depth often matters more than breadth. A therapist who specializes in 
a few areas may be more practiced, confident, and precise in their work than someone 
attempting to cover many concerns at once. 

This does not mean generalist therapists cannot be helpful. Rather, when you are seeking 
support for a clearly defined concern, choosing someone with targeted expertise can make 
therapy feel more structured, efficient, and effective. 

Identity and Lived Experience​
You may feel more comfortable or understood by a therapist who shares aspects of your 
identity, such as gender, race, religion, or cultural background. This is a valid and common 
preference, not a limitation. 

Logistics​
 Practical considerations matter: 

●​ Insurance versus private pay​
 

●​ Superbill availability​
 

●​ Sliding scale options​
 

●​ In-person versus telehealth​
 

 

The Consultation: Assessing Fit 

Most therapists offer a brief consultation. This is not a commitment. It is an opportunity to 
assess fit. 

The purpose of the consultation is not to decide whether the therapist is “good” or “bad,” but 
whether they may be a good fit for you. 
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Some questions that can help with this include: 

●​ “What is your approach to working with my specific concern?”​
 

○​ Does it make sense to you? Can you imagine yourself doing this kind of work?​
 

●​ “How do you measure progress in therapy?”​
 

○​ How will you know if things are improving?​
 

●​ “Do you use therapy tools or skills in your own life?”​
 

○​ Therapists who practice what they teach often model humility and confidence.​
 

Paying Attention to How It Feels 

Equally important is how you feel during the interaction: 

●​ Do you feel heard or subtly shut down?​
 

●​ Do you feel safe, or quietly judged?​
 

●​ Do you feel curious and engaged, or tense and guarded?​
 

Your emotional response is worth paying attention to. It often offers early clues about whether 
this relationship can support openness and growth. 

 

What to Look for in a Therapist 

Rather than focusing on avoiding “bad” therapists, it is often more helpful to look for positive 
indicators that support long-term growth. 

Green Flags 

Helpful signs include therapists who: 

●​ Practice what they teach and use the tools themselves​
 

●​ Speak realistically about progress without guaranteeing outcomes​
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●​ Acknowledge that people improve at different speeds​
 

●​ Collaborate with you rather than positioning themselves as the authority on your life​
 

A strong therapist helps you build self-trust, not dependence. 

 

Burnout and Sustainability 

Therapists differ not only in training and style, but also in how they care for their own emotional 
well-being and sustainability. 

Therapy is emotionally demanding work. Even skilled and caring therapists can experience 
burnout at different points in their careers. Burnout does not mean a therapist is “bad,” but it can 
affect presence, attentiveness, and flexibility in subtle ways. 

When burnout is present, therapy may feel: 

●​ Less emotionally attuned​
 

●​ More rushed or formulaic​
 

●​ Less responsive to shifts or unexpected needs 

What matters most is how the relationship feels to you: 

●​ Do you feel remembered and held in mind from session to session?​
 

●​ Does the therapist seem mentally present and engaged?​
 

●​ Do you feel distinctly known, rather than interchangeable? 

It is reasonable and appropriate to ask about sustainability: 

“How do you take care of yourself as a therapist, and how do you make sure you 
stay present and effective with your clients?” 

A thoughtful response can offer reassurance about a therapist’s self-awareness, boundaries, 
and long-term capacity to do this work well. 
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Rupture and Repair 

No therapist is perfect. They may misunderstand you or say something that doesn’t land well. 
What matters most is how they respond when this happens. 

You might ask: 

“How do you handle it when a client tells you that something you said didn’t sit right 
with them?” 

Therapy should be a place where repair is modeled, not avoided. Openness and curiosity here 
are essential. 

 

Respect for Your Autonomy 

A high-quality therapist views you as the expert on your own life. 

They: 

●​ Offer tools, frameworks, and perspectives​
 

●​ Do not make decisions for you​
 

●​ Support your values rather than replacing them with their own​
 

The goal of therapy is increased freedom and self-direction, not lifelong reliance. 

 

Ongoing Learning and Consultation 

Strong therapists remain students. 

You can ask: 

●​ “Do you attend ongoing trainings?”​
 

●​ “Do you participate in peer consultation?”​
 

Ongoing learning keeps skills current. Consultation helps prevent blind spots and burnout. 
Seeking input from peers reflects humility and responsibility, not weakness. 
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Cultural Humility 

Cultural competence is knowledge. Cultural humility is ongoing curiosity and respect. 

A culturally humble therapist: 

●​ Acknowledges systemic factors such as racism, sexism, and poverty​
 

●​ Does not minimize your experience​
 

●​ Does not expect you to educate them​
 

They understand that your experience cannot be fully captured by theory alone. 
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