
 
Where to Start:  Your EAP is an excellent starting place, but it’s not the only starting place.  
Consider printing that list of therapists who work with your EAP (the one you found on the CPG 
website when you put in your city or zip code, if you’re on church insurance), and running it by a 
trusted friend or colleague to see if there is someone on it they would recommend and why — or 
someone they would definitely not recommend and why.  If you live in a small town, consider 
driving to another city or town for therapy — in which case you might ask a friend or colleague 
there if they recognize any names on that list.   

Particularly if you are interested in seeing a counselor who is intentional about integrating 
spirituality and psychotherapy, you might also start by finding out if there is a counselor in your 
area listed on the American Association of Pastoral Counselors website (www.aapc.org). 

Your First Session:  Don’t be afraid to ask the therapist some direct questions to help you 
decide whether or not s/he is a good fit for you.  Following are a couple of questions that might 
be helpful and some things you might consider based on those questions. 

Do you have a particular theory you work from, and can you explain why? 

Do you give homework assignments?  If so, what kinds of assignments might I expect? 

Many therapists do not work strictly from one particular theory — in fact, most probably use 
strategies from a variety of theories.  Most do, however, have one that is their basic starting 
point even if they don’t adhere strictly to that one.  You don’t have to be well-versed in 
psychological theories, though, to be aware of a few generalities.   

For example, therapists who may tend to give more homework assignments are those who work 
from a CBT (Cognitive-Behavioral Therapy), ACT (Acceptance Commitment Therapy), Positive 
Psychology, and Family Systems.  Those who tend not to assign homework are more likely to be 
Jungian, Analytic, or Client-Centered.  This is by no means strict or comprehensive though.  My 
basic theoretical premise is Client-Centered, or Person-Centered — very much known for not 
assigning homework — but I often do give homework assignments. 

Another very loose generality is that a CBT, Family Systems, Jungian, or Analytic therapist may 
be more likely to form a theory about the root of the problem you are working on, whereas an 
ACT, Positive Psychology, or Client-Centered therapist may not as thoroughly assess the 
problem before asking about your goal(s).  They will all come at this in different ways, but again 
- don’t let yourself be limited by the theories. These are just general trends and the important 
thing is for you to find the right individual, which can be someone working within any of the 
theoretical frameworks. 

So let’s say you know that you need help dealing with issues from your past, and that you need a 
therapist who won’t let you keep ignoring what needs to be addressed.  Let the therapist know 
that on your first visit, and see how they respond.  Pay attention to what kinds of homework they 
say they assign. Does it sound like it will move you forward too quickly to let you address what 
you need to in your past?  If so, ask about that, and consider it as you decide whether or not that 
person is a good fit for you.   

Some Thoughts on Finding the Right Therapist for You
Ardelle Walters, LPC

http://www.aapc.org


If, on the other hand, you tend to get bogged down in your past and want a therapist who is 
likely to help you look forward sooner rather than later, consider someone who gives homework 
assignments that keep you working on your present life and future outlook.   

If your tendency is typically to follow someone else’s lead in life, and you need help finding your 
own inner road map, pay attention to how much the therapist listens and how much they lead.  
You may need someone who listens more and leads less, and if they give homework 
assignments, those assignments should lead you to your own “aha” moments.   

Hopefully you’re getting the idea here.  Try to think ahead of time about what some of your 
particular needs are, and pay attention to those dynamics on your first appointment.  Let the 
therapist know what you think you need to work on and pay attention to — not just particular 
issues, but dynamics like the ones discussed above — and don’t be afraid to ask questions. 

A couple of notes about particular issues: 

For working through trauma or history of abuse, a therapist from any of the frameworks will be 
able to help you, but you may want to ask if they have experience working with trauma and/or 
abuse.  And it is of utmost importance that you are working with someone that you feel is a good 
fit for you.  You will need to be able to establish a working relationship of mutual trust and 
commitment to the work at hand.  This doesn’t mean that you need to switch therapists at the 
first sign of discomfort, but it does mean you need to begin with some basic level of trust and 
address any misunderstandings or issues of trust as they arise. 

For working on substance abuse (including alcohol), you have the option of seeing a general 
therapist or a substance abuse therapist.  A substance abuse therapist is trained to work in that 
particular arena and is likely to quickly pick up on what is going on with the substance abuse, 
triggers, relapse, etc.  The down side is they may not be trained as therapists in other ways, so 
may not be as equipped to deal with other issues.  

A Few More Thoughts:   

You are the client - you get to choose!  If you feel someone isn’t the right fit for you, don’t feel 
you need to explain.  Just cancel your next appointment and schedule one with someone else.  

It is fine, and even helpful, to let your therapist know some of your preferences, and what has 
and hasn’t been helpful in the past.  If s/he keeps recommending a book that you’ve already read 
and didn’t like, say so and say why.  A difference of opinion can lead to a fruitful conversation, 
and a good therapist will assume your opinion is as valid as theirs. 

Be open from the beginning about your spiritual life, especially if that is a dimension you know 
you would like to talk about in therapy.  A therapist is not a spiritual director, but they don’t 
need to be religious themselves in order to help you process your spiritual life.  If it is important 
to you that your therapist have a spiritual background, or that they be non-religious, ask them 
about that at your first appointment and let them know why.   

And finally, rest assured that it’s also fine to just blindly pick a therapist from a list, set up an 
appointment, show up with no preparation, and see what happens!  In the words of Carl Jung, 
“The meeting of two personalities is like the contact of two chemical substances:  If there is any 
reaction, both are transformed.” 


