
questions to ask client in first
therapy session
questions to ask client in first therapy session are essential for
establishing a strong therapeutic alliance and gathering critical information
that informs treatment planning. The initial session sets the foundation for
understanding the client’s concerns, background, and expectations, making it
crucial to ask targeted and thoughtful questions. Therapists need to balance
gathering comprehensive information with creating a safe, welcoming
environment where clients feel comfortable sharing sensitive details. This
article provides a detailed guide on the types of questions to ask client in
first therapy session, covering personal history, presenting problems, goals,
and practical considerations. By incorporating effective inquiry techniques,
therapists can better tailor interventions and foster trust from the outset.
The following content outlines key areas to address and offers sample
questions that facilitate a productive first meeting.

Establishing Rapport and Setting the Tone

Exploring Presenting Problems and Symptoms

Gathering Personal and Family History

Understanding Client’s Goals and Expectations

Assessing Risk and Safety Concerns

Discussing Practical and Logistical Information

Establishing Rapport and Setting the Tone
Building rapport during the first therapy session is a critical step in
creating a trusting therapeutic relationship. Early questions to ask client
in first therapy session should be framed to make the client feel heard,
respected, and understood. The tone should be warm and nonjudgmental,
encouraging openness and honesty.

Introductory Questions
Initial questions often focus on the client’s comfort level and reasons for
seeking therapy. These inquiries help ease the client into the session and
provide a preliminary understanding of their motivation.



What brought you to therapy at this time?

Have you ever been in therapy before? If so, what was that experience
like?

What are your hopes for our work together?

Is there anything you would like me to know about you before we begin?

Exploring Presenting Problems and Symptoms
Identifying the client’s primary issues and symptoms is a central focus
during the first therapy session. Asking detailed questions about the
presenting problems enables the therapist to understand the client’s
struggles and begin formulating treatment approaches.

Clarifying the Main Concerns
Therapists should ask targeted questions to gain clarity about the nature,
duration, and impact of the client’s difficulties.

Can you describe the main issue or challenge that led you to seek
therapy?

How long have you been experiencing these symptoms or problems?

In what ways do these concerns affect your daily life?

Have you noticed any patterns or triggers related to these issues?

Assessing Emotional and Physical Symptoms
Understanding the emotional and physical manifestations of the client’s
problems helps in recognizing the severity and complexity of the situation.

Are you experiencing feelings of anxiety, sadness, anger, or other
emotions that are difficult to manage?

Do you have trouble sleeping, concentrating, or maintaining energy?

Have there been any changes in appetite or physical health related to
your emotional state?



Gathering Personal and Family History
Comprehensive background information assists therapists in contextualizing
the client’s current difficulties. Questions about personal history, family
dynamics, and significant life events provide insight into factors
influencing the client’s mental health.

Personal Background
Initial inquiries may cover the client’s upbringing, education,
relationships, and significant life experiences.

Can you tell me about your family and your relationship with them?

What was your childhood and adolescence like?

Are there any significant events or traumas in your past that you think
are important to mention?

Do you have a support system outside of therapy?

Medical and Mental Health History
Understanding the client’s health background is crucial for identifying any
physical or psychological conditions that may impact treatment.

Have you been diagnosed with any medical or mental health conditions?

Are you currently taking any medications?

Have you ever been hospitalized for psychiatric reasons?

Have you engaged in any previous mental health treatments or therapies?

Understanding Client’s Goals and Expectations
Clarifying the client’s objectives for therapy helps to set realistic goals
and align treatment strategies. Asking about expectations also facilitates
transparency and collaboration.



Goal-Setting Questions
Therapists should encourage clients to articulate what they want to achieve
through therapy and how they envision the process.

What are your main goals for therapy?

Are there specific changes you hope to see in yourself?

How will you know if therapy is helping you?

Are there any concerns or hesitations you have about therapy?

Assessing Risk and Safety Concerns
Evaluating potential risks such as suicidal ideation, self-harm, or harm to
others is a critical responsibility during the initial session. Direct but
sensitive questions ensure client safety and appropriate intervention if
needed.

Risk Assessment Questions
These inquiries should be asked with care to create a supportive environment
where clients feel safe disclosing sensitive information.

Have you had any thoughts of harming yourself or others?

Have you ever engaged in self-harm or suicide attempts?

Do you currently feel safe at home and in your environment?

Are there any situations or people that make you feel unsafe?

Discussing Practical and Logistical Information
Covering practical details helps establish clear expectations and smooth
administrative processes. These questions address scheduling,
confidentiality, and client preferences.

Administrative and Logistical Questions
Clarifying these points early supports a professional framework for therapy



and empowers clients to participate actively.

What days and times are best for scheduling future sessions?

Do you have any preferences regarding communication between sessions?

Are there any concerns about confidentiality you would like to discuss?

Is there any additional information or questions you have about the
therapy process?

Frequently Asked Questions

What are some essential questions to ask a client
during their first therapy session?
Essential questions include asking about the client's reason for seeking
therapy, their current symptoms or concerns, any previous therapy
experiences, their personal and medical history, their support system, and
their goals for therapy.

Why is it important to ask about a client's previous
therapy experiences in the first session?
Asking about previous therapy experiences helps the therapist understand what
approaches have or haven't worked for the client, any challenges faced, and
the client's expectations, which can guide the current treatment plan.

How can a therapist build rapport with a client by
the questions they ask in the first session?
A therapist can build rapport by asking open-ended, empathetic questions that
show genuine interest and respect for the client's story, allowing the client
to feel heard and understood from the outset.

What questions help identify a client's immediate
safety concerns during the first therapy session?
Questions about suicidal thoughts, self-harm behaviors, substance use, and
any recent traumatic events help identify immediate safety concerns and
ensure the client receives appropriate support and intervention.



How should a therapist inquire about a client's
goals for therapy in the first session?
A therapist should ask open-ended questions like 'What do you hope to achieve
through therapy?' or 'What changes would you like to see in your life?' to
help the client articulate their goals and collaborate on a treatment plan.

What role do questions about a client's support
system play in the initial therapy session?
Questions about the client's support system provide insight into their
relationships and social resources, which can affect their mental health and
be leveraged during therapy for additional support and coping strategies.

Additional Resources
1. Essential Questions for the First Therapy Session: Building Rapport and
Understanding
This book offers therapists a comprehensive guide to the most effective
questions to ask during the initial client meeting. It emphasizes creating a
safe and trusting environment while gathering crucial background information.
The author provides practical examples and tailored approaches for various
client demographics.

2. Client-Centered Inquiry: Mastering the Art of the First Session
Focused on the client-centered therapy model, this book explores how to
engage clients through thoughtful questioning. It details strategies for
uncovering client concerns, goals, and motivations while fostering empathy
and connection. Therapists learn to balance open-ended and structured
questions to promote dialogue.

3. Starting Strong: Key Questions to Shape Your Therapy Journey
This resource highlights the importance of the first session in setting the
tone for successful therapy. It presents a curated list of questions designed
to clarify client expectations, emotional states, and life context. The book
also includes tips on adapting questions to different therapeutic modalities.

4. First Impressions in Therapy: Questions that Build Trust and Insight
Designed for new and experienced therapists alike, this book explores how
first-session questions can create trust and yield meaningful client
insights. It covers topics such as client history, presenting problems, and
personal strengths. Additionally, it addresses cultural sensitivity and
ethical considerations in questioning.

5. The Therapist’s Guide to Initial Assessment Questions
This guide focuses on clinical assessment during the first therapy session,
outlining essential diagnostic and exploratory questions. It helps therapists
identify symptoms, risk factors, and client resources efficiently. The book



also discusses documentation best practices and integrating client responses
into treatment planning.

6. Dialogue and Discovery: Effective Questioning Techniques for Therapy
Beginners
Aimed at therapists new to practice, this book teaches how to use questions
to facilitate client self-discovery and openness. It offers scripts and
question templates that encourage reflection and narrative sharing. The
author emphasizes active listening and adapting questions to client feedback.

7. Opening Conversations: Questions to Understand Your Therapy Client
This book provides a structured approach to the first therapy session,
focusing on questions that reveal client values, relationships, and
challenges. It suggests ways to gently explore sensitive topics while
maintaining client comfort. The text is supplemented with case studies
demonstrating successful questioning strategies.

8. Foundations of Therapeutic Inquiry: Questions for Early Sessions
Covering foundational theory and practice, this book links therapeutic models
with appropriate first-session questions. It explains how to tailor inquiries
based on client presentation and therapeutic goals. The work also includes
reflective exercises for therapists to refine their questioning skills.

9. Initial Session Essentials: Crafting Questions that Guide Client
Engagement
This book highlights the critical role of the first session in therapy
engagement and retention. It outlines question categories such as history-
taking, goal setting, and emotional assessment. Therapists learn techniques
to keep clients engaged and encourage honest communication from the outset.
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