why does therapy make me feel worse

why does therapy make me feel worse is a question that many individuals encounter during their
mental health journey. Therapy, while intended to promote healing and emotional well-being, can
sometimes lead to uncomfortable feelings or even a temporary decline in mood. This reaction can be
puzzling and discouraging, prompting questions about the effectiveness of treatment. Understanding
the reasons behind this phenomenon is crucial to navigating therapy successfully and maintaining
motivation. Various factors, including the nature of therapeutic work, emotional processing, and the
therapeutic relationship, contribute to why therapy might initially intensify distress. This article explores
these factors in detail, offering insights into the complex emotional experiences that therapy can evoke
and strategies to manage them effectively. The following sections address common causes, emotional

challenges, and practical advice for coping with therapy-related discomfort.
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¢ Adjustment Periods and Expectations in Therapy

o Strategies for Managing Difficult Feelings During Therapy

The Emotional Intensity of Therapy

Therapy often involves confronting difficult emotions, traumatic memories, and unresolved conflicts.

This process can be emotionally intense and may temporarily amplify feelings of sadness, anxiety, or



confusion. Understanding why does therapy make me feel worse in this context involves recognizing

that emotional discomfort is sometimes a necessary part of healing.

Emotional Catharsis and Release

During therapy sessions, clients may experience emotional catharsis—a release of pent-up feelings that
have been suppressed or ignored. This release can feel overwhelming or painful initially, as it brings
buried emotions to the surface. While this can be distressing, it is often a sign that therapy is working

to address underlying issues.

Heightened Self-Awareness

Therapy encourages introspection and self-examination, which can lead to increased awareness of
negative thought patterns, behaviors, and emotional triggers. This heightened self-awareness can be
uncomfortable and may cause clients to feel worse temporarily as they confront aspects of themselves

they had previously avoided.

Uncovering and Processing Deep-Seated Issues

One of the core functions of therapy is to explore and process deep-seated psychological issues. This
exploration can be challenging and is a common reason why therapy may initially cause emotional

distress.

Revisiting Traumatic Experiences

Many therapeutic approaches involve revisiting past traumatic events to facilitate healing. This process
can evoke strong emotional reactions such as fear, anger, or sadness, making clients feel worse
before improvement occurs. The brain’s natural response to trauma involves reliving and processing

painful memories, which can be distressing but necessary for recovery.



Breaking Down Defense Mechanisms

Defense mechanisms, such as denial or repression, protect individuals from psychological pain.
Therapy aims to dismantle these defenses to allow genuine healing. The breakdown of these

protective barriers can expose painful realities, contributing to feelings of vulnerability and discomfort.

Changes in Thought Patterns

Therapy often challenges ingrained negative beliefs and cognitive distortions. Altering these thought
patterns can be unsettling as clients adjust to new perspectives and ways of thinking. This cognitive

restructuring is a crucial step but can temporarily increase feelings of uncertainty and distress.

The Therapeutic Relationship and Its Impact

The relationship between the therapist and client plays a significant role in how therapy affects
emotional well-being. The dynamics within this relationship can sometimes contribute to feelings of

discomfort or worsening symptoms.

Trust Building and Vulnerability

Establishing trust in therapy is essential but can be difficult. Clients must become vulnerable and share
personal information, which can evoke anxiety or fear of judgment. This vulnerability may cause clients

to feel worse initially as they navigate the complexities of opening up.

Therapist-Client Mismatch

Sometimes, the therapeutic relationship is not an ideal fit due to differences in personality, approach,
or communication styles. A mismatch can lead to frustration, misunderstanding, or a lack of progress,

contributing to a worsening emotional state.



Resistance and Ambivalence

Clients may experience resistance to change or ambivalence about therapy, which can manifest as
emotional turmoil. These feelings are natural but can complicate the therapeutic process and intensify

distress.

Adjustment Periods and Expectations in Therapy

Understanding the typical adjustment periods and managing expectations are crucial for

comprehending why therapy might cause feelings of worsening before improvement.

Initial Sessions and Assessment

Early therapy sessions often focus on assessment and establishing goals, which may involve
discussing distressing experiences without immediate relief. This phase can feel discouraging as

clients confront problems without yet experiencing therapeutic benefits.

Non-Linear Progress

Therapeutic progress is rarely linear; clients may experience setbacks, plateaus, or fluctuations in
mood. Recognizing that feeling worse at times is part of the healing journey helps normalize these

experiences and reduces frustration.

Unrealistic Expectations

Clients may expect rapid improvements or symptom elimination. When these outcomes do not
materialize quickly, feelings of disappointment or discouragement can arise, contributing to a

perception that therapy is making them feel worse.



Strategies for Managing Difficult Feelings During Therapy

Effective coping strategies can help individuals manage the emotional challenges associated with

therapy and reduce the likelihood of feeling worse over time.

Open Communication with the Therapist

Discussing feelings of discomfort or distress with the therapist can help tailor the therapeutic approach

to better suit the client’s needs and provide reassurance during difficult periods.

Setting Realistic Goals and Expectations

Establishing achievable therapy goals and understanding the non-linear nature of progress fosters

patience and resilience throughout the therapeutic process.

Developing Self-Care Practices

Engaging in self-care activities such as mindfulness, exercise, adequate rest, and social support can

mitigate stress and promote emotional balance outside of therapy sessions.

Recognizing When to Reevaluate Therapy

If feelings of worsening persist or intensify, it may be necessary to reassess the therapy approach,

consider alternative modalities, or explore a different therapist to ensure optimal care.

¢ Maintain honest communication with the therapist about emotional reactions

* Practice self-compassion and patience during the healing process



¢ Incorporate supportive routines and stress management techniques

¢ Remain open to adjusting therapeutic strategies as needed

Frequently Asked Questions

Why do | feel worse after therapy sessions?

Feeling worse after therapy sessions can happen because therapy often involves confronting difficult
emotions and past experiences, which can temporarily increase distress before improvement occurs.
Is it normal to feel more anxious or upset after starting therapy?

Yes, it is normal. Therapy can bring suppressed feelings to the surface, leading to increased anxiety or

upset as you begin processing them.

Can therapy initially make symptoms like depression or anxiety worse?

Sometimes, therapy can initially intensify symptoms as you explore painful issues, but this is usually a

temporary phase before progress is made.

How long does the 'feeling worse' phase in therapy usually last?

The duration varies by individual and therapy type, but typically the initial discomfort diminishes within
a few weeks to months as coping skills improve.

Should | stop therapy if it’s making me feel worse?

Not necessarily. Discuss your feelings with your therapist—they can adjust the approach or provide

support. Stopping abruptly might hinder long-term benefits.



What can | do if therapy sessions leave me feeling emotionally
drained?

Practice self-care after sessions, such as resting, journaling, or engaging in relaxing activities, and

communicate your feelings to your therapist for additional support.

Could the therapist’s approach be causing me to feel worse?

Yes, sometimes the therapeutic style or pace may not fit your needs, leading to discomfort. It's

important to address this with your therapist or consider finding a better match.

Is it possible that therapy triggers unresolved trauma, making me feel
worse temporarily?

Absolutely. Therapy can uncover unresolved trauma, which may cause temporary distress as you

begin to process these experiences.

How can | cope with feeling worse between therapy sessions?

Use coping strategies learned in therapy, reach out to support networks, engage in mindfulness or

relaxation techniques, and keep open communication with your therapist about your struggles.

Additional Resources

1. The Wounds We Don’t See: Understanding Therapy’s Dark Moments

This book explores why therapy can sometimes feel painful or make emotions worse before
improvement occurs. It delves into the process of uncovering deep-seated wounds and explains how
confronting these issues is a necessary part of healing. Readers gain insight into the temporary

discomfort that often precedes long-term growth.

2. When Therapy Hurts: Navigating Emotional Turbulence in Counseling



Focused on the challenges faced during therapy, this book discusses why clients might experience
increased distress or confusion. It offers practical advice on how to communicate effectively with
therapists and manage difficult emotions that arise during sessions. The author also highlights the

importance of patience and self-compassion in the healing journey.

3. The Paradox of Progress: Why Healing Feels Like Pain

This title examines the paradox where attempts to heal through therapy can initially intensify suffering.
It explains the psychological mechanisms behind this phenomenon and reassures readers that feeling
worse is often a sign of real progress. The book provides strategies to endure and work through these

tough phases.

4. Breaking Through the Breakdown: Understanding the Struggles of Therapy

This book addresses why some people feel worse during therapy and offers insight into the breakdown
and breakthrough cycle of mental health treatment. It encourages readers to view setbacks as part of
the recovery process and provides tools to build resilience. The author emphasizes the importance of

trust and openness in therapy.

5. Therapy’s Tough Truths: Why Change Can Feel Like Regression

Examining the discomfort that comes with change, this book explains why therapy can sometimes feel
like taking steps backward. It explores the emotional resistance to change and helps readers
understand the necessity of facing difficult truths. The book aims to normalize these experiences and

guide readers toward eventual growth.

6. Feeling Worse Before Feeling Better: The Emotional Journey of Therapy
This title offers a compassionate look at the emotional ups and downs inherent in therapy. It explains
why initial sessions may stir up unresolved feelings and how this turmoil is part of the healing process.

Readers will find encouragement and practical tips for coping with these challenging moments.

7. Unmasking Pain: Why Therapy Brings Buried Feelings to Light
This book delves into the reasons therapy can bring hidden pain to the surface, making clients feel

worse temporarily. It discusses the importance of confronting suppressed emotions to achieve genuine



healing. The author provides guidance on managing this discomfort and building emotional strength.

8. Through the Storm: Embracing the Difficulties of Therapy

Focusing on the metaphor of therapy as a storm, this book helps readers understand why the process
can be turbulent and unsettling. It encourages embracing the struggle as part of transformation and
offers strategies for enduring emotional storms. The book is a source of hope for those feeling

overwhelmed by therapy’s challenges.

9. From Pain to Progress: Why Therapy Can Feel Like a Setback
This book explains the common experience of feeling worse during therapy and reframes it as a
necessary setback on the road to recovery. It highlights the importance of persistence and trust in the

therapeutic process. Readers learn how to recognize signs of genuine progress beneath the pain.
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