
presenting problems in therapy
Presenting problems in therapy are the issues or concerns that individuals bring to therapy sessions,
serving as the primary focus for treatment. Understanding these problems is crucial for both the
therapist and the client, as they set the stage for the therapeutic journey. The presenting problem
can encompass a range of emotional, psychological, and behavioral issues that significantly impact a
person's life. This article delves into the nature of presenting problems in therapy, their
identification, common types, and how therapists address them to facilitate healing and personal
growth.

Understanding Presenting Problems

Presenting problems are often the symptoms of deeper issues that a client may not initially
recognize. They can manifest in various forms, including anxiety, depression, relationship
difficulties, or stress-related challenges. The identification and exploration of these problems are
essential in establishing a therapeutic alliance and creating an effective treatment plan.

The Role of the Therapist

Therapists play a vital role in helping clients articulate and understand their presenting problems.
This often involves:

1. Active Listening: Therapists listen attentively to clients' concerns, allowing them to express their
feelings and thoughts without judgment.

2. Empathy and Support: Providing a safe space for clients to explore their issues, which fosters
trust and openness.

3. Clarification: Helping clients clarify their concerns and distinguish between their presenting
problems and underlying issues.

4. Assessment: Utilizing various assessment tools to better understand the nature and impact of the
presenting problems.

Common Types of Presenting Problems

Presenting problems can be categorized into several broad areas, each with unique characteristics
and implications for therapy. Below are some of the most common types of presenting problems:

1. Emotional Issues

- Anxiety Disorders: Many clients present with symptoms of anxiety, including excessive worry, panic
attacks, or social phobia. These issues can interfere with daily functioning and lead to avoidance
behaviors.



- Depression: Clients may report feelings of sadness, hopelessness, or a lack of motivation.
Depression can manifest physically, emotionally, and cognitively.

- Mood Swings: Fluctuating emotions that can lead to instability in relationships and self-image.

2. Relational Problems

- Couples Therapy: Issues such as communication breakdown, infidelity, or growing apart often lead
couples to seek therapy.

- Family Dynamics: Family conflicts, parenting challenges, or issues related to family history can be
significant presenting problems.

3. Behavioral Issues

- Addiction: Substance abuse, gambling, or other addictive behaviors often lead clients to seek help.

- Anger Management: Clients may struggle with controlling their anger, leading to conflicts at home
or work.

4. Trauma and Abuse

- Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD): Clients who have experienced trauma may present with
symptoms such as flashbacks, nightmares, or severe anxiety.

- Childhood Abuse: Many clients carry the burden of past abuse, which can manifest in various
emotional and relational issues.

Identifying Presenting Problems

The process of identifying presenting problems is integral to effective therapy. Therapists often use
specific strategies to uncover these issues:

1. Initial Assessment

During the initial sessions, therapists may use various assessment methods, including:

- Clinical Interviews: Open-ended questions that allow clients to share their concerns in their own
words.

- Standardized Questionnaires: Tools designed to assess specific symptoms and issues (e.g., Beck
Depression Inventory, Generalized Anxiety Disorder Scale).

2. Exploration of History

Understanding a client’s history can reveal patterns and triggers related to their presenting
problems. Therapists may explore:

- Family Background: Relationships with family members and any history of mental health issues.



- Life Events: Significant life changes or traumatic experiences that may have contributed to the
presenting problem.

3. Goal Setting

After identifying the presenting problems, therapists work with clients to establish goals. This
involves:

- Collaborative Goal Setting: Clients and therapists collaborate to create achievable, measurable
goals for therapy.

- Prioritizing Issues: Determining which problems to address first based on urgency and client
readiness.

Addressing Presenting Problems in Therapy

Once presenting problems have been identified, therapists implement various therapeutic
approaches tailored to the client's needs. Here are some commonly used methods:

1. Cognitive-Behavioral Therapy (CBT)

CBT is an evidence-based approach effective for treating many presenting problems, particularly
anxiety and depression. Key components include:

- Cognitive Restructuring: Challenging and changing negative thought patterns.

- Behavioral Activation: Encouraging clients to engage in activities that improve mood.

2. Psychodynamic Therapy

This approach focuses on exploring the unconscious processes that influence behavior. Therapists
work to uncover:

- Past Experiences: How childhood experiences affect present behavior.

- Defense Mechanisms: Understanding how clients protect themselves from emotional pain.

3. Humanistic Therapy

Humanistic approaches emphasize personal growth and self-actualization. Therapists foster an
environment of:

- Unconditional Positive Regard: Accepting clients without judgment to promote self-exploration.

- Empathy: Understanding clients' experiences from their perspective.

4. Solution-Focused Brief Therapy (SFBT)

SFBT emphasizes finding solutions rather than focusing on problems. Key techniques include:



- Miracle Question: Asking clients to envision how their life would be different if their problems were
resolved.

- Scaling Questions: Helping clients assess their progress and motivate change.

Conclusion

Presenting problems in therapy serve as the starting point for a client’s therapeutic journey. They
reflect the issues that significantly affect a person's life and well-being. Understanding these
problems, their origins, and their impact is crucial for therapists as they guide clients toward
healing and personal growth. By utilizing various therapeutic approaches and fostering a supportive
environment, therapists can help clients navigate their presenting problems, paving the way for a
more fulfilling and balanced life. Therapy is not just about addressing symptoms; it is about
understanding the individual as a whole, facilitating deeper insights, and promoting lasting change.

Frequently Asked Questions

What are presenting problems in therapy?
Presenting problems in therapy refer to the specific issues or symptoms that clients bring to therapy
sessions, which they hope to address or resolve.

How do therapists identify presenting problems?
Therapists identify presenting problems through initial assessments, interviews, and by asking
clients to describe their concerns, symptoms, and the context of their issues.

Can presenting problems change during therapy?
Yes, presenting problems can evolve as therapy progresses. New issues may emerge, or the focus
may shift as the client gains insight and understanding.

What is the significance of understanding presenting
problems?
Understanding presenting problems is crucial for therapists as it helps tailor the therapeutic
approach, set treatment goals, and measure progress throughout therapy.

Are presenting problems always related to mental health?
Not always; while many presenting problems are related to mental health issues, they can also
involve relationship difficulties, life transitions, or situational stressors.



How can clients effectively communicate their presenting
problems?
Clients can effectively communicate their presenting problems by being as specific as possible about
their feelings, behaviors, and the impact of their issues on daily life.

What role does the therapist's perspective play in addressing
presenting problems?
The therapist's perspective is important as it shapes the understanding of the client's issues, informs
the therapeutic approach, and helps in identifying underlying factors contributing to the presenting
problems.

How can therapists help clients prioritize their presenting
problems?
Therapists can help clients prioritize presenting problems by discussing the urgency and impact of
each issue, exploring which problems they feel most ready to address, and collaboratively setting
treatment goals.
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