We can all relate to a time when we had to do something that we didn’t want to or were scared to do.
For some people, coming to therapy for the first time can be a really confronting experience. For a
young person, it can be even harder. We want to ease some of those fears and help make your child’s
first appointment easier to attend.

Possible reasons why your child may not wish to attend:
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Going to a new place, meeting a stranger, and having to talk about feelings can be
overwhelming.

They’ve worked extremely hard to bottle their emotions and they’re worried if they talk about
it they will be overwhelmed by them.

They’ve worked hard to “numb” themselves emotionally and talking about it means they
have to feel them again. The thought of this can be terrifying.

If they’re suffering from symptoms of depression, they might be thinking it is pointless or they
don’t deserve to feel better. Finding the motivation to attend therapy may feel all too hard.
For a teenager, the last thing they want is to feel “weird” or different to others. If they are
aware that their mental health is suffering, they might want to avoid addressing it because
that makes it “real”.

They may not recognise how serious their mental health concerns are. They may believe they
just need to “push through it”.
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% They may worry that their friends or classmates will judge them.

% They might feel that they are alone and no one else is going through what they are; they think
their psychologist is just another adult who won’t understand them.

They think it won’t help or they can’t be helped.

Something traumatic has happened and thinking about it is painful and distressing.
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There are other possible reasons for why your child might avoid attending their first appointment,
but the most important thing to remember is that it is unlikely because they are “just being difficult”.
Their resistance is not bad behaviour, it is based on real fear and valid reasons.

Your child is likely going through a hard time and may need extra support to get them to their
session. After the first session, most people find subsequent sessions much easier. Below are some
tips for encouraging your child to attend. However, keep in mind that pushing them too much might
build a barrier to therapy in the future. It is important to encourage them to come, but not force
them.

Tips to Help Them Attend Their First Appointment

% Normalise therapy for them. This means letting them know that they are not alone and
explaining that many people see a psychologist. If you have your own experience of mental
health concerns, you might want to let them know you attended therapy and what benefits
you found. It may also help to tell them how you felt going to your first appointment.

% Validate their experience. Let them know that you appreciate how scary/ hard it is to
confront their feelings or talk about what is going on for them. Tell them you will support
them the whole way, whether they decide to go or not. For example, “The idea of talking
talking to someone about how you’re feeling can be really scary, but if there’s a chance they
can help then maybe it’s worth it. | will support you the whole way, but | won’t force you to go
if you’re not ready”.

% Encourage them to go to their appointment, but don’t become angry with them if they
refuse. It might not be the right time for them. This can be frustrating for parents as you
desperately want to see your child get the help they need, however, pushing them to go will
make it harder in the future. Instead, gently encourage them to seek help, and let them know
you are there for them if they want to talk. Let it be their choice.

% Frame therapy in a positive way. Let them know they will be guided by their psychologist if
they don’t know what to talk about. Explain that they will never be forced to talk about
anything they don’t want to, and what they talk about with the therapist will be confidential.

% Ease their worries about therapy. Gently ask them what is worrying them about seeing a
psychologist. Talk this through with them, validating their fears and encouraging them to give
it a try. If they attend one appointment and decide they don’t want to continue, let them
know you are okay with that. It might help to show them the website and allow them to
choose their psychologist. If you feel it would be beneficial, we are happy to have a chat with
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them over the phone prior to their session to answer any questions they have about
attending.

Reward them for even thinking about going. For younger children, it might be helpful to
arrange to go for a treat after the session (e.g., do a fun activity together). It will provide the
opportunity to ask them how it went and reinforce your stance that it is their choice to go. It is
important that a reward does not become a bribe, and never punish them for not attending or
deciding not to continue. For teens it might be helpful to give them the afternoon or morning
off school while they attend their appointment so that they have time to process the session
and don’t have to worry about explaining their absence to their friends.
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