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Seeing a Therapist or Counsellor

Going to a counsellor or a therapist when you have a mental health issue should be as
“‘normal” as going to the doctor when you have a broken arm.

Seeing a therapist or counselor doesn’'t mean you’re weak or there’s “something wrong with
you.” It means you want...

clarity in an area of your life;

help working through emotions;

to heal from a traumatic experience;

personal growth;

to learn new techniques to cope with difficult situations;

help challenging negative thinking patterns;

to learn new healthy ways to regulate negative emotions;

a delegated time where you can focus on your needs;

to move through grief and loss;

help constructing a future in alignment with your goals;

to work through false assumptions about future events (e.g. “there’s no point in trying

as I'll fail”);

to learn strategies to increase your self-worth;

to unlearn protective behaviours that no longer serve you;
e tolearn new strategies to “self-soothe” when faced with a trigger;
e a“safe space” where you're not judged and can speak freely

What you need to know before you see a therapist
Need someone to talk to? Or someone who'll listen? You're not alone.

According to the Mental Health Commission of Canada, mental health problems and illnesses
account for 30% of short- and long-term workplace disability claims in Canada. And that’s
only people who are actively seeking treatment and who have the health insurance benefits
to help pay for it. While virtual and online portals have made mental healthcare more
accessible, many Canadians continue to spend their days in various states of depression,
anxiety or trauma without any therapeutic help or attention.

“It's not always easy for someone to take that first step and meet with a therapist or
counsellor,” says Meredith Henry, the New Brunswick Anglophone Director for the Canadian
Counselling and Psychotherapy Association. “People sometimes have trouble talking to their
loved ones about what they’re going through. So, by comparison, talking to a complete
stranger can seem even more challenging.”

« Half of Canadians have faced a mental health issue
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As a licensed counselling therapist, Henry hopes to normalize mental healthcare by making
people feel more comfortable talking to a therapist. “It's easier if people know what they're
getting into ahead of time,” she says.

So, if you're feeling uncertain or nervous about seeing a therapist, here are some answers to
common first-timer questions and concerns that may put you at ease:

How do you know what type of mental health professional to see?

Psychotherapist. Psychiatrist. Psychologist. They all mean the same thing, right? “That’s not
true,” Henry says. “Even within the field, a lot of people don’t know the difference, which only
adds to the general public’'s misperception.”

To clear up the confusion, Henry breaks it down:

What is a psychotherapist? Often referred to as therapists or counsellors, these healthcare
professionals are trained to help people with everyday mental challenges such as anxiety,
depression or grief.

What is a psychologist? Psychologists typically hold a doctorate (PhD) in clinical
psychology. They're skilled in diagnosing and treating certain mental illnesses and learning
disabilities.

What is a psychiatrist? They're medical doctors who often work with people with severe
mental illnesses, like schizophrenia or bipolar disorder. Unlike psychologists or
psychotherapists, psychiatrists’ medical background allows them to prescribe medication to
their patients. Some psychiatrists may also practise psychotherapy or work with a therapist
to help treat their patients.

Whatever you may call a therapist, it's important to choose one who is licensed to treat you.
To do this, Henry suggests doing a bit of online research and finding out if the therapist you're
considering is registered with any legitimate mental health or psychotherapy associations.

What happens before the therapy session?

If you've found a therapist to meet in-person or virtually, there are two steps to take before
the actual session:

1. Paperwork or registration. The amount of paperwork or online registration you have
to go through often depends on the setting. “In private practice, we ask for
demographic info like your name, address, number, emergency contact, whether or
not you're currently on any meds,” Henry explains. However, if it’s a clinical setting like
a hospital, there may be additional forms concerning your health history and
background.

2. Confidentiality. “Your therapist will explain their confidentiality agreement to you and
ask you to sign an ‘Informed consent paper’ stating that they’ve talked it over with you
before your session,” says Henry. In e-therapy, you may be asked to check off a box
stating you agree to the terms and regulations concerning confidentiality.
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Will everything you say to your therapist stay confidential?

Since many people are worried about being judged or shamed for their mental-health issues,
it's understandable that confidentiality is such a huge concern. “Anything you say in therapy
is private and not allowed to be shared or talked about with anyone else unless there’s an
issue of violence, harm or abuse that needs to be reported,” says Henry.

And, don't fret about running into your therapist outside of your session. “They aren’t allowed
to say they know their clients if they run into them anywhere, like in the street or the grocery
store, because that’s considered a breach of confidentiality,” Henry adds.

What kind of questions will your therapist ask you on a first meeting?

“Therapists are trained to build a trusting relationship with their clients, but that trust takes
time to develop,” says Henry. “That’s why the first meeting is usually just taking the time to
get to know the person and make them feel at ease.”

In an effort to get to know you better, your therapist may ask questions like:
e Canyou tell me a little bit about yourself?
o What are your hobbies?
« What kind of job do you have?
¢ Do you enjoy your job?

e Do you have a family? A partner?

After the two of you have gotten more comfortable chatting, your therapist may ask what
brought you to therapy and explore the history of why you're here. “If someone’s going to
therapy, then they’re dealing with some type of problem. Perhaps they don’t feel right or they
feel like something’s missing,” says Henry. “I| would ask them, ‘If all of that were fixed, what
would things look like for you? And how would you like it to be?’ Their answer gives me an
idea of what they hope to achieve through therapy and how | can help them.”

What are people surprised to discover during their first therapy session?

Henry notices that many of her clients express how good it feels to have someone to hear
them out. “A lot of times we feel like we're not being heard. So to have someone whose job is
to listen to you is a novel experience,” she says. “They feel accepted as they are and don’t
feel as though they have to wear a mask or pretend to be happy all the time. They can just be
themselves. A lot of people are surprised by that, because it's not something you might find
in other parts of society.”

Source: Sunlife & The Depression Project



https://www.sunlife.ca/en/tools-and-resources/health-and-wellness/mental-wellness/what-you-need-to-know-before-you-see-a-therapist/

