


What makes a good therapist?

Part One



Why should we care? Why do we want to know?

What we’ll cover
1

What are “therapist effects” and how do they fit into the wider 
evidence base about what works in therapy?

2

3 What does the research show, and what are its limitations?

4 What are the implications of the research? How can you put it into 
practice?



Why should we care?
1. Personal outcomes with clients will improve.

2. Training institutions will improve.

3. The trust in our industry will improve.

4. Not only do we need to know how to do this work 
well, we need to know who is doing it in a harmful 
way.

5. Offers us direction in using CPD time well.



Therapist effects contribute 
between 5-10% towards 

client outcomes in therapy.



How good a therapist 
are you?
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How good a therapist 
are you?

Chances are, you think you’re better than average.

Maybe a lot better than average.





90 percent of all drivers think they are above 
average, and 94 percent of professors at a large 
university were found to believe that they are 
better than the average professor.

But…..extreme accuracy in perceiving the world 
is found among people who suffer from 
depression.

Unrealistic optimism
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What makes good 
therapy?



The Framework Of Change
1. Fostering hope
2. Therapeutic alliance
3. Increasing awareness
4. Corrective experiences
5. Ongoing reality testing





We know that therapists do differ. Fuller and Hill 
(1985)  -some experienced therapists strive to 
give more information to their clients, whereas 
other therapists were more intent on getting 
information from their clients.

Most therapists possess relative strengths and 
weaknesses within their caseloads; for example, 
one therapist might be effective at treating 
patients with depression, but not substance use. 

Few therapists are effective across all domains, 
and a small percentage (4%) are uniformly 
ineffective or harmful (Kraus et al., 2016).

The therapist
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What are therapist effects?
Therapist	effects	are	reflected	in	changes	in	client	mental	
health	(symptom	relief,	interpersonal	functioning,	quality	
of	life),	such	that	some	therapists	have	better	client	
outcomes	than	do	others.

We	can	measure	that	for	psychodynamic	work.	Self-
reports	from	clients	and	significant	others	about	use	of	a	
defence,	emotional	regulation	and	expression,	anger	
management	etc.



In Randomised Control Trials designed to compare 
therapy models, variability is often constrained by 
therapist selection, training, supervision etc. 

To reliably estimate the size of therapist effects, a large 
sample of therapists and a very large sample of 
patients are required

In order to estimate therapist effects, researchers have 
focused on large samples of routinely collected data 
from clinical practice . 

The study of these large datasets, to consider patient 
outcomes in ‘real world’ settings, has been termed 
“practice-based evidence”.

More data are available for short-term, manualised 
treatments. 

Research limitations



Hierarchical Linear Modeling allows for statistically 
disentangling clients’ and therapists’ contributions to 
the alliance.

Data from before HLM struggled to allow for how clients 
are “nested” within therapist caseloads.

Some therapist variables are difficult to include in HLM 
analyses because it is not frequency of the variable as 
much as timing and quality that matters. 

A good example is therapist self-disclosure, as it is not 
frequency of self-disclosure that matters in terms of 
effectiveness as much as timing, appropriateness, and 
context.

Research limitations





The 13 % of therapists that were 
significantly more effective than 
average had recovery rates that 

were more than twice those of the 
16 % of therapists identified as 
significantly less effective than 

average.



What we’ll cover in Part Two
1

2 What are the implications of the research? How can you put it into 
practice?

What does the research show about what makes a good 
therapist?


