Journal of Experimental and Cognitive Psychology, Volume 4, Issue 3

Clients’ Lived Experience of the Mechanisms Underlying the Formation of
Success and Failure in the Therapeutic Alliance: A Phenomenological

Study

1. Nastaran Sadat Ghasemi

: Department of Psychology, UAE.C., Islamic Azad University, Dubai, United Arab

Emirates

2. Shahram Vaziri=*: Department of Psychology, Ro.C., Islamic Azad University, Roudehen, Iran.

3. Farah Lotfi Kashani«: Department of Psychology, Ro.C., Islamic Azad University, Roudehen, Iran

4. Saeed Imani«: Department of Counseling, Faculty of Education and Psychology, Shahid Beheshti University,

Tehran, Iran

*Corresponding Author’s Email Address: vaziri@iau.ac.ir

(O Ll TN PO [ B Lot

=Ty PR

2] Sogaiug Tasktnlny

Received: 07 June 2026

Revised: 20 September 2026
Accepted: 27 September 2026

Initially Published: 27 September 2026
Final Publication: 23 August 2027

Slonoes
Copyright: © 2027 by the authors.

Published under the terms and

conditions of  Creative Commons
Attribution-NonCommercial 4.0

International (CC BY-NC 4.0) License.

Abstract:

Objective: This study aimed to elucidate the mechanisms underlying success and failure in the
therapeutic alliance based on clients’ lived experiences.

Methods and Materials: This qualitative study employed an interpretative phenomenological
approach. The study population comprised clients with experience of individual psychotherapy in
psychological service centers and counseling clinics in Tehran. Using criterion-based purposive
sampling supplemented by snowball sampling, 18 clients were recruited, including seven with
predominantly successful psychotherapy experiences, six with predominantly unsuccessful or
prematurely terminated experiences, and five with mixed experiences. Data were collected through 45—
75-minute in-depth semi-structured interviews until thematic saturation was achieved. Data were
analyzed using Braun and Clarke’s six-phase reflective and inductive thematic analysis with MAXQDA
2020. Attride-Stirling’s thematic network approach was used to enhance conceptual organization.
Trustworthiness was established according to Guba and Lincoln’s criteria, and the Holsti inter-coder
agreement coefficient was 0.85.

Findings: The analysis indicated that successful therapeutic alliances emerged from the synergistic
interaction of five domains: a secure therapeutic bond and relationship, therapist professional
competence and technical transparency, client agency and active participation, functional outcomes and
enduring changes, and contextual, environmental, and process-related factors. Conversely, failure was
associated with ruptures in the therapeutic bond, deficiencies in professional competence and
intervention structure, intrapsychic barriers within the client, cultural and social incongruence, and
structural, financial, and environmental constraints. Comparison of successful and unsuccessful
trajectories showed that the quality of the emotional bond, perceived psychological safety, and the
degree of client agency constituted the principal distinguishing mechanisms.

Conclusion: The therapeutic alliance is a dynamic, multilevel, and feedback-based phenomenon whose
success or failure depends less on specific therapeutic techniques than on the interaction among
relational quality, therapist competence and flexibility, client participation, and cultural, social, and
structural conditions. Continuous monitoring of the alliance and early management of relational
ruptures may therefore improve psychotherapy outcomes and reduce premature treatment termination.
Keywords: Therapeutic alliance; Treatment success, Treatment failure; Clients’ lived experience;
Interpretative phenomenology.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Psychotherapy is a systematic and professional process
aimed at reducing psychological symptoms, modifying
maladaptive cognitive, emotional, and behavioral patterns,
improving interpersonal functioning, and facilitating
adaptive change. Although psychotherapeutic schools differ
considerably in their theoretical assumptions and
intervention techniques, treatment outcome cannot be
explained solely by the specific method employed. A
substantial part of the therapeutic process develops within
the interpersonal relationship between therapist and client, in
which professional competence, emotional responsiveness,
expectations, motivation, collaboration, and contextual
conditions interact. Even in contemporary approaches that
integrate psychotherapy with other treatment modalities, the
quality of therapeutic engagement and the manner in which
the client experiences the intervention remain central to
treatment continuity and effectiveness (Greenway et al.,
2020). Likewise, the expansion of internet-based and
technology-assisted psychological services has reinforced
the importance of examining how communication,
accessibility, trust, and relational processes are experienced
across different treatment settings (Mendes-Santos et al.,
2020; Stringer, 2024).

Among the common factors in psychotherapy, the
therapeutic alliance is widely regarded as a fundamental
component of treatment. It encompasses the collaborative
relationship between therapist and client, mutual agreement
on therapeutic goals and tasks, and the development of an
emotionally meaningful bond characterized by trust, respect,
and psychological safety. Contemporary perspectives
conceptualize the alliance as a dynamic phenomenon rather
than a fixed condition. Its quality may fluctuate across
sessions as a function of both relatively stable relational
characteristics and situation-specific therapeutic events
(Zilcha-Mano & Fisher, 2022). Accordingly, the therapeutic

alliance may strengthen, weaken, rupture, and subsequently

be repaired throughout treatment. These fluctuations are
clinically important because they can influence the client’s
willingness to disclose sensitive experiences, engage in
therapeutic tasks, tolerate emotionally demanding work, and
remain in treatment.

The client’s perspective is particularly important in
understanding the therapeutic alliance because therapists and
clients do not necessarily perceive the relationship in the
same manner. Discrepancies between their evaluations of
collaboration, progress, trust, or goal agreement may affect
treatment processes and outcomes. Research has shown that
both patient and therapist perceptions of the therapeutic
alliance are associated with psychotherapy outcomes and
that greater convergence between these perceptions may
correspond with more favorable treatment experiences
(Tschuschke et al., 2020). From this perspective, the client
should not be conceptualized as a passive recipient of
professional techniques. Rather, clients actively influence
therapy through their expectations, readiness for change,
willingness to self-disclose, participation in therapeutic
tasks, interpretation of therapist behaviors, and decisions
regarding treatment continuation. This active role is
consistent  with  client-centered  conceptualizations
emphasizing personal agency and internal resources as
essential components of therapeutic change (Bohart &
Wade, 2013). Evidence from strength-based interventions
also illustrates the importance of mobilizing individual
capacities and active participation in psychological
improvement (Darbani & Parsakia, 2022).

Therapist characteristics constitute another major
dimension of the alliance. Technical competence alone may
be insufficient if interventions are applied rigidly or without
sensitivity to the client’s individual needs. Reflective
flexibility,

communication skills, and the ability to adapt therapeutic

capacity, emotional self-awareness,
strategies to the client’s psychological and contextual
characteristics can shape the quality of the treatment
experience. Reflective processes have been identified as an

important dimension of psychotherapy practice because they
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allow therapists to monitor and reconsider ongoing
interactions and adjust their responses accordingly (Sidis et
al., 2023). Personal therapy, self-care, and professional self-
awareness have similarly been highlighted as elements
contributing to the development of psychologists’ relational
capacities (Ziede & Norcross, 2024). In addition,
phenomenological evidence concerning therapeutic work
with resistant clients has emphasized emotional self-
awareness, flexibility, and appropriate management of
resistance as important conditions for establishing and
maintaining a productive alliance (Elahi Sinki et al., 2025).

Nevertheless, psychotherapy does not always result in
improvement. Some clients experience minimal change,
deterioration, negative relational experiences, or premature
termination.  Psychotherapy failure is therefore a
multidimensional phenomenon that cannot be reduced to
symptom persistence alone. Negative treatment experiences
may involve feeling misunderstood, judged, ignored,
emotionally unsafe, or disappointed, as well as experiencing
unaddressed ruptures, inappropriate interventions, unmet
expectations, or loss of trust (Dandachi-FitzGerald et al.,
2023). Risk factors for negative psychotherapy experiences
may arise from the interaction between client vulnerabilities,
therapist behavior, treatment structure, and contextual
pressures (Hardy et al., 2019). Methodological work on
treatment failure has consequently emphasized the
importance of systematically investigating nonresponse,
deterioration, and premature termination rather than
focusing exclusively on successful cases (Farahani et al.,
2021).

Studies directly examining clients’ perspectives have
shown that psychotherapy failure is often understood in
relational and experiential terms. Clients may attribute
failure to ineffective therapeutic relationships, insufficient
responsiveness to their concerns, lack of progress toward
personally meaningful goals, or persistent discrepancies

between their needs and the therapist’s approach (Knox et al.,

2023). Analyses of unsuccessful cases have likewise

highlighted relational dynamics, process variables, and
emotional responses within therapy as important
determinants of failure (Maggio et al., 2019). Furthermore,
the way unsuccessful treatment is terminated can itself have
lasting effects. Poorly managed endings may intensify
feelings of abandonment, disappointment, and mistrust and
may negatively influence future help-seeking (Bear et al.,
2022).

Alliance rupture is therefore a critical concept in
understanding unsuccessful psychotherapy. Ruptures may
appear as withdrawal, silence, reduced collaboration,
disagreement regarding therapeutic goals, emotional
distancing, or explicit dissatisfaction. However, rupture does
not inevitably lead to failure. In-session processes can shift
from temporary breakdown to repair when difficulties are
recognized, acknowledged, and addressed constructively
(Mylona et al., 2023). Conversely, unresolved deadlocks
may reduce both relational engagement and therapeutic
agency (Werbart et al., 2023). Comparative analyses of
more and less successful psychotherapies have also
suggested that successful cases are characterized by greater
shared understanding of goals and greater therapist
responsiveness to client needs, whereas less successful cases
involve discrepancies in perceptions and insufficient use of
client feedback (Werbart et al, 2019). Premature
termination has similarly been associated with differences in
therapeutic alliance quality (Safarzadeh & Dehghani, 2023).

Therapeutic experiences are also embedded within
broader environmental, cultural, and organizational
contexts. Different treatment formats, including face-to-
face, online, and blended psychotherapy, may alter the
experience of communication, accessibility, emotional
presence, and relational continuity (Choupani et al., 2025).
Changes in psychotherapeutic practice during the COVID-
19 pandemic further demonstrated that treatment context can
affect professional boundaries, communication patterns, and
client engagement (Boldrini et al., 2020). Video-based

psychotherapy has likewise been described as a distinct
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therapeutic context with unique relational opportunities and
constraints rather than merely an inferior substitute for in-
person therapy (Mitchell, 2020). Cultural fit is equally
important. Adaptation of psychotherapy to the client’s
beliefs, language, values, and sociocultural context may
improve perceived relevance and engagement (Ziaei &
Zarani, 2026), whereas incompatibility between therapeutic
assumptions and the client’s cultural or religious worldview
may contribute to resistance or alienation (Ghorbanpour
Lafmejani, 2026). Phenomenological studies of clients’ lived
experiences further indicate that empathy, authenticity,
positive regard, trust, and client agency are central to the
subjective meaning of the therapeutic relationship (Ghamari
Zombhorir et al., 2023). Accordingly, qualitative inquiry can
reveal dimensions of therapeutic success and failure that
may not be fully captured by standardized outcome
measures, particularly given broader concerns regarding
contextualization and generalizability in psychological
research (Schimmack, 2020). The present study therefore
aimed to explore clients’ lived experiences of the
mechanisms underlying the formation, strengthening,
weakening, and rupture of the therapeutic alliance and their
role in experiences of successful and unsuccessful
psychotherapy.

Methods and Materials

This qualitative study employed an interpretative
phenomenological approach to understand the meanings
embedded in clients’ lived experiences of successful and
unsuccessful therapeutic alliances. The study population
consisted of individuals with experience of individual
psychotherapy in psychological service centers and
counseling clinics in Tehran. Participants were selected
through criterion-based purposive sampling supplemented
by snowball sampling. Eligibility criteria included having
attended at least five individual psychotherapy sessions,
being able to describe personal treatment experiences
clearly, and voluntarily agreeing to participate. Sampling

continued until thematic saturation was achieved. A total of

18 clients participated, including seven with predominantly

successful  psychotherapy  experiences, six  with
predominantly unsuccessful or prematurely terminated
treatment experiences, and five with mixed or alternating
experiences of success and failure.

Data were collected through in-depth semi-structured
interviews lasting approximately 45 to 75 minutes.
Interviews focused on participants’ perceptions of factors
contributing to successful treatment, experiences of
therapeutic difficulty or failure, perceived similarities and
differences between successful and unsuccessful episodes,
and factors influencing treatment process and outcome.
Interviews were transcribed and repeatedly reviewed to
preserve phenomenological sensitivity and minimize
premature interpretation. Data analysis was conducted using
reflective and inductive thematic analysis following a six-
phase process. MAXQDA 2020 was used to organize and
manage the qualitative material, and thematic network
structuring was applied to enhance conceptual coherence
among themes. Trustworthiness was addressed through
credibility, dependability, confirmability, and transferability
procedures. Coding reliability was additionally evaluated
through Holsti’s agreement coefficient on 20% of the
interviews, yielding a coefficient of 0.85. Ethical principles
included written informed consent, confidentiality,
anonymity, voluntary participation, and the right to
withdraw from the study at any stage.

Findings

The final analysis demonstrated that clients’ experiences
of therapeutic success and failure were organized around
multiple interacting domains rather than a single
determinant. In successful therapeutic experiences, five
major themes were identified: a secure therapeutic bond and
relationship,

therapist professional competence and

technical transparency, client agency and active
participation, functional outcomes and enduring changes,
and contextual, environmental, and process-related factors.

A secure therapeutic relationship constituted the central

foundation of successful experiences. Participants described
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unconditional acceptance, nonjudgmental communication,
authentic empathy, active listening, clinical trust, and
confidence in confidentiality as prerequisites for emotional
safety. These conditions facilitated disclosure of painful or
previously suppressed experiences and reduced fear of
criticism or rejection.

Therapist competence and technical transparency were
also central to successful treatment. Participants valued clear
explanation of the therapeutic process, realistic goal setting,
professional mastery of the client’s difficulties, concrete and
guiding feedback, and flexible personalization of
interventions. Successful therapists were perceived as
avoiding rigid, mechanical application of techniques and
instead adapting therapeutic strategies to clients’
psychological structure, immediate needs, values, and life
circumstances.

Client agency, commitment, and active participation
constituted another major domain. Successful clients
described themselves as responsible participants in change.
Motivation, honesty, emotional courage, regular completion
of between-session tasks, persistence in the face of distress,
and willingness to recognize recurrent patterns were
described as mechanisms supporting therapeutic progress.

Functional outcomes and enduring changes extended
beyond symptom reduction. Participants associated
successful treatment with decreased anxiety and depressive
symptoms, improved emotional regulation and anger
management, better interpersonal and family relationships,
increased psychological independence, greater self-
awareness, enhanced insight, and improved self-efficacy.

Contextual and environmental facilitators included
family support, positive attitudes toward psychotherapy,
cultural and value congruence, financial stability, convenient
access to services, and manageable logistical conditions.
These factors helped sustain attendance and maintain
motivation.

In contrast, unsuccessful experiences were organized
around five corresponding domains: rupture in the

therapeutic bond, deficiencies in therapist competence and

intervention structure, intrapsychic barriers within the client,
cultural and social incongruence, and structural, financial,
and environmental obstacles.

Rupture was characterized by perceived judgment,
blame, humiliation, inadequate listening, lack of empathy,
psychological insecurity, and loss of trust. Participants
described becoming increasingly silent, emotionally
withdrawn, or reluctant to disclose after experiencing
therapist behavior as authoritarian or dismissive.

Deficiencies in therapist competence involved unclear
goals, vague or impractical recommendations, stereotyped
interventions, insufficient personalization, and inadequate
management of resistance or trauma-related reactions.
Clients reported that rigid protocols and generic advice
reduced confidence in the usefulness of treatment.

Intrapsychic barriers included unrealistic expectations for
rapid recovery, shame, self-censorship, concealment of
important information, experiential avoidance, and
reluctance to confront painful emotions. These factors
limited therapeutic depth and contributed to disappointment
when immediate improvement did not occur.

Cultural and social incongruence emerged when
treatment recommendations were perceived as inconsistent
with clients’ religious beliefs, family values, or broader
social context. Family opposition and social stigma further
weakened engagement. Structural barriers included high
treatment costs, scheduling instability, concerns about
confidentiality, unsuitable clinic environments, and
transportation difficulties.

Comparison of successful and unsuccessful experiences
showed that the most fundamental differences concerned the
quality of the emotional bond, perceived psychological
safety, clarity of therapeutic goals, appropriateness of
interventions, confidence in confidentiality, and degree of
client agency. The final conceptual model indicated that
therapeutic success and failure arise from dynamic
interactions among relational, professional, individual,
contextual, and outcome-related domains.

Discussion and Conclusion
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The findings indicate that the therapeutic alliance should
be understood as a dynamic, multidimensional, and context-
sensitive process rather than as a static relational variable.
Successful psychotherapy emerged when emotional safety,
professional competence, client participation, meaningful
change, and supportive contextual conditions reinforced one
another. Conversely, treatment failure developed when
relational rupture interacted with technical deficiencies,
intrapsychic barriers, cultural mismatch, and structural
pressures.

A central implication of the findings is that the emotional
bond functions as a foundational condition for therapeutic
engagement. Clients were more willing to disclose sensitive
experiences and tolerate emotionally demanding work when
they experienced acceptance, empathy, confidentiality, and
respect. When these conditions were absent, the same
treatment process could become associated with withdrawal,
self-censorship, and distrust. Thus, the relational climate
appears to influence the extent to which technical
interventions can be effectively received and used.

The results also demonstrate that competence is
experienced by clients not simply as technical expertise but
as responsive and transparent expertise. Clear explanation of
goals, understandable rationales for interventions, realistic
expectations, and flexible adaptation to the individual
increased confidence in treatment. In contrast, rigid
procedures, abstract recommendations, or disregard for the
client’s circumstances contributed to perceptions of
irrelevance and ineffectiveness.

Client agency was equally important. Therapeutic
progress depended not only on therapist behavior but also on

motivation, responsibility, honesty, participation, and

willingness to confront difficult emotional material. This
finding suggests that psychotherapy is inherently co-
constructed. Neither a skilled therapist nor a motivated client
alone is sufficient; change emerges through reciprocal
participation.

The study also broadens the meaning of successful
psychotherapy. Participants defined improvement not only
through symptom reduction but also through increased self-
awareness, interpersonal functioning, emotional regulation,
autonomy, and self-efficacy. Therefore, outcome evaluation
should incorporate subjective and functional indicators
alongside symptom-based measures.

Cultural and structural findings are particularly important
because they demonstrate that the therapeutic alliance
extends beyond the therapy room. Cultural compatibility,
family attitudes, financial accessibility, clinic organization,
and confidentiality conditions can either stabilize or
undermine treatment. A technically appropriate intervention
may therefore fail if it is delivered within a context perceived
as culturally alien, financially unsustainable, or
psychologically unsafe.

Overall, the study concludes that therapeutic success and
failure are produced by the interaction of relational quality,
therapist competence, client agency, cultural fit,
environmental conditions, and perceived outcomes. The
therapeutic alliance should consequently be monitored
throughout treatment rather than assessed only at its
beginning. Early identification of relational strain, explicit
discussion of dissatisfaction, clarification of expectations,
cultural sensitivity, and timely repair of alliance ruptures

may help prevent treatment failure.
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