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Abstract

Introduction and Aim: Psychotherapy outcomes are determined not only by clinical interventions
and the therapist—client relationship but also by economic, physical, organizational, familial, and
individual contextual factors. This study aimed to explain the fundamental structure of clients’
lived experiences of environmental barriers and personal capacities affecting psychotherapy
effectiveness within an ecological framework.

Methodology: This qualitative study employed an exploratory phenomenological approach.
Participants were 18 clients with experience of at least five individual psychotherapy sessions,
selected through purposive maximum-variation sampling supplemented by chain-referral sampling
until data saturation was reached. Data were collected through in-depth semi-structured interviews
lasting 45-75 minutes. The data were analyzed using an inductive thematic analysis based on
Braun and Clarke’s six-phase framework with MAXQDA software. Trustworthiness was enhanced
through member checking, analytic auditing, maintenance of an audit trail, and independent coding
by two evaluators, with a Holsti inter-coder agreement coefficient greater than 0.85.

Findings: The analysis identified two overarching domains: “contextual and environmental
friction” and “individual ecological capacity.” Major barriers included economic insecurity and
lack of insurance coverage, physical deficiencies and threats to confidentiality, and family-related
stigma and discouragement. In contrast, mental health literacy and realistic expectations, personal
agency and resilience, adherence to therapeutic homework, and supportive social networks
emerged as major facilitators. The phenomenological synthesis further identified four fundamental
components of ecological psychotherapy effectiveness: economic-institutional stability, physical-
organizational safety, the interpersonal ecosystem, and agentic self-direction. These components
interacted dynamically in determining treatment continuity, psychological engagement, and the
likelihood of premature dropout.

Conclusion: Sustainable psychotherapy effectiveness emerges from the interaction between
clients’ personal capacities and the economic, organizational, physical, and social conditions
surrounding treatment. Accordingly, reducing structural barriers, expanding insurance coverage,
strengthening confidentiality and environmental standards, and empowering clients and their
support networks may improve treatment continuity and promote more sustainable clinical
outcomes.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction and Aim

Psychotherapy is conventionally conceptualized as a
professional interaction in  which therapeutic
techniques, the therapeutic alliance, and therapist
competence jointly contribute to psychological
improvement. However, contemporary perspectives
increasingly indicate that psychotherapy does not
occur in an isolated clinical vacuum. Rather,
treatment is embedded within a broader ecological
system  encompassing clients’  socioeconomic
circumstances, physical treatment environments,
organizational procedures, family relationships,
cultural beliefs, accessibility of services, and
individual psychological capacities. Consequently,
therapeutic effectiveness may depend not only on
what occurs within the therapy session but also on
whether clients possess sufficient environmental and
personal resources to access, continue, and
meaningfully engage with treatment. Research on
routine psychotherapy outcomes has emphasized that
extra-therapeutic and client-related factors account for
an important part of variation in treatment outcomes,
suggesting that a comprehensive understanding of
psychotherapy requires attention to the broader
context in which treatment is experienced (Bohart &
Wade, 2013; Lambert, 2007).

One particularly important ecological issue concerns
premature termination and unsuccessful
psychotherapy. Treatment dropout is sometimes
interpreted narrowly as evidence of inadequate client
motivation, resistance, or dissatisfaction.
Nevertheless, qualitative and methodological research
has demonstrated that treatment discontinuation is
often multidetermined and may reflect financial
pressures, organizational barriers, unmet expectations,
life circumstances, insufficient support, or difficulties
associated with the treatment setting itself (Bear et al.,
2022; Farahani et al., 2021; Khazaie et al., 2016). From
this perspective, clients who are motivated to continue
psychotherapy may nevertheless become unable to do
so when treatment costs increase, insurance coverage
is unavailable, transportation is difficult, appointment
schedules  conflict ~ with  employment, or
environmental conditions compromise their sense of
privacy and safety. Such findings challenge
explanations that locate therapeutic failure exclusively
within the individual and support a more systemic
understanding of treatment continuation and
effectiveness.

The physical and organizational context of
psychotherapy is similarly important. Confidentiality,
environmental  calm,  accessibility, respectful
administrative interactions, and flexible scheduling
may influence clients’ psychological readiness to
disclose emotionally sensitive experiences. At the
same time, advances in digital mental health have
demonstrated that altering the mode of service
delivery can substantially change accessibility and
clients’ experiences of treatment. Videoconferencing
and internet-based interventions can reduce
geographical and scheduling barriers, although their
effectiveness and acceptability remain dependent on
privacy, technological conditions, therapeutic
suitability, and user preferences (Mendes-Santos et al.,
2020; Mitchell, 2020; Thomas et al., 2021). The rapid
transformation of psychotherapy delivery during the
COVID-19 pandemic further demonstrated that
clinical practice is strongly influenced by the
environment and infrastructure through which
treatment is provided (Boldrini et al., 2020). Evidence
from remote psychotherapy has likewise suggested
that perceived effectiveness and satisfaction are
closely related to the conditions under which services
are delivered (Kamel Ghalibaf et al., 2015). Growing
demand for mental health care has further increased
the importance of technological and organizational
innovation aimed at reducing barriers to access
(Stringer, 2024).

At the individual level, clients’ reflective capacities,
mental  health literacy, resilience, treatment
engagement, and ability to participate actively in
therapeutic work may function as important
empowering resources. Reflective processes can
facilitate the examination and integration of
psychological experiences and thereby support deeper
engagement in psychotherapy (Sidis et al, 2023).
Similarly, strength-oriented approaches emphasize the
importance of identifying and mobilizing clients’
existing capacities rather than conceptualizing them
solely through deficits and symptoms (Darbani &
Parsakia, 2022). Nevertheless, individual capacities
operate within social and cultural contexts.
Psychotherapy is more likely to be meaningful when
treatment is compatible with clients’ cultural
frameworks, values, language, and understanding of
psychological distress (ziaei & zarani, 2026). Attention
to anthropological and philosophical foundations
further demonstrates that therapeutic models cannot
be separated entirely from assumptions concerning
human nature, meaning, and the client’s worldview
(Ghorbanpour Lafmejani, 2026; lzadi et al., 2025). In
addition, therapist and client characteristics influence




the therapeutic interaction (Shabib Asl & Alinaghilou,
2020), while therapists’ professional development and
self-care can indirectly shape the quality of the
therapeutic environment (Ziede & Norcross, 2024).
Accordingly, the present study aimed to explain the
fundamental structure of clients’ lived experiences of
environmental barriers and personal capacities
influencing psychotherapy effectiveness within an
ecological framework.

Methodology

This study employed a qualitative exploratory
phenomenological design to investigate contextual,
environmental-systemic, and individual psychological
factors affecting psychotherapy outcomes. The study
population consisted of individuals with lived
experience of at least five sessions of individual
psychotherapy who had encountered treatment within
the context of economic conditions, family
psychological climate, social circumstances, and
personal capacities. Participants were recruited using
purposive maximum-variation sampling,
supplemented by chain-referral sampling to increase
diversity in  socioeconomic backgrounds and
treatment experiences. Recruitment continued until
thematic saturation was achieved. The final sample
comprised 18 participants representing successful,
unsuccessful, and prematurely discontinued treatment
experiences.

Eligibility criteria included experience of at least five
continuous psychotherapy sessions, direct experience
of contextual or personal factors affecting
psychotherapy, voluntary participation, and the ability
to describpe and reflect on environmental and
individual challenges associated with treatment.
Individuals with severe cognitive difficulties affecting
recall,  substantial language  communication
difficulties, or unwillingness to provide consent for
audio recording were excluded. Data were collected
through in-depth semi-structured interviews lasting
approximately 45-75 minutes. Interviews explored

treatment expenses, insurance coverage,
transportation and accessibility, physical and
organizational characteristics of clinics,

confidentiality, family and social support, motivation,
resilience, treatment engagement, and individual
perceptions of psychotherapy.

Interview recordings were transcribed and analyzed
using inductive thematic analysis based on a six-phase
analytical process. MAXQDA software was used to
organize, code, compare, and integrate the qualitative
data. Meaningful statements concerning structural
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barriers, economic context, environmental conditions,
personal agency, and treatment participation were
initially coded. Overlapping codes were subsequently
integrated and organized into basic, organizing, and
overarching themes. Cross-case analysis was
conducted to identify patterns differentiating
experiences of treatment continuation, successful
engagement, and premature termination.
Trustworthiness was strengthened through member
checking, maintenance of an audit trail, analytic
review by independent evaluators, systematic
documentation of the analytical process, and inter-
coder agreement. The Holsti reliability coefficient
between the two coders exceeded 0.85.

Findings

The analysis revealed that psychotherapy
effectiveness was experienced through the dynamic
interaction of two overarching domains: contextual
and environmental friction and individual ecological
capacity. Within the domain of contextual and
environmental friction, three major organizing themes
emerged: economic insecurity and absence of mental
health insurance coverage, physical inadequacies and
threats to privacy, and family-related stigma and
discouragement. Participants described treatment
costs and unexpected increases in psychotherapy fees
as major sources of anxiety and discontinuation.
Fourteen of the 18 participants had no supplementary
mental health insurance coverage, while only four
reported limited supplementary coverage.
Furthermore, seven participants were unemployed,
students, or financially dependent, and five reported
unstable income, indicating substantial economic
vulnerability among the sample.

Physical and organizational characteristics of clinics
constituted another major source of ecological
friction. Participants reported inadequate acoustic
insulation, concerns that conversations could be
overheard, crowded or uncomfortable waiting areas,
cold or disrespectful reception staff, transportation
difficulties, urban traffic, inconvenient geographic
locations, and appointment schedules that were
incompatible with employment. Acoustic leakage was
particularly consequential because it undermined
perceived confidentiality and encouraged self-
censorship. Participants also described organizational
inflexibility and abrupt changes in treatment fees as
factors capable of transforming psychotherapy from a
supportive experience into an additional source of
stress.

Family and social environments demonstrated a dual
function. For some participants, stigma, ridicule, lack
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of empathy, or negative family attitudes toward
psychological treatment created pressure to conceal
treatment or discontinue participation. Conversely,
supportive family members reduced economic and
emotional burdens and legitimized continued
engagement in psychotherapy.

The second overarching domain, individual ecological
capacity, included mental health literacy and realistic
treatment  expectations, personal agency and
resilience, active engagement with therapeutic tasks,
and supportive social resources. Participants with
greater understanding of psychotherapy were more
likely to perceive fluctuations in progress as normal
components of treatment rather than evidence of
failure. Persistence in completing therapeutic
homework, self-reflection, active help-seeking, and
continued engagement despite temporary frustration
emerged as protective capacities. Social support
additionally functioned as an ecological scaffold that
reduced the effects of financial and emotional
pressures.

The phenomenological synthesis identified four
fundamental components of ecological psychotherapy
effectiveness: economic-institutional stability,
physical-organizational safety, the interpersonal
ecosystem, and agentic self-direction. Economic
stability provided the material security necessary for
treatment continuity; physical and organizational
safety supported confidentiality and emotional
disclosure; supportive interpersonal environments
reinforced therapeutic changes outside the clinical
setting; and agentic self-direction enabled clients to
participate actively in change. These four components
interacted dynamically in determining whether
psychotherapy was experienced as sustainable and
transformative or as fragile and vulnerable to
interruption.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings indicate that psychotherapy effectiveness
should be understood as an ecological rather than
exclusively intrapsychic or technique-dependent
phenomenon. Participants’ experiences demonstrated
that high-quality therapeutic work can be weakened
when treatment is financially unsustainable,
physically insecure, organizationally inflexible, or
socially  stigmatized. Conversely, favorable
environmental conditions alone do not guarantee
successful treatment unless clients possess or develop
sufficient psychological resources to participate
actively in the therapeutic process. Sustainable
effectiveness therefore emerges through the alignment

of  individual  capacities  with
environmental conditions.

supportive

Economic insecurity appeared to function not merely
as an external inconvenience but as an active
psychological burden. When clients repeatedly
anticipate being unable to afford future sessions,
financial concerns can compete with the emotional
and cognitive resources required for therapeutic
engagement. In this sense, economic stability forms
part of therapeutic security. The absence of insurance
coverage may therefore increase the likelihood that
clinically appropriate treatment is interrupted for
reasons unrelated to treatment quality or client
motivation.

Physical privacy was similarly embedded in the
therapeutic experience. Participants’ concerns about
sound transmission between consultation rooms
demonstrated that confidentiality is not exclusively an
ethical commitment made by the therapist; it must
also be materially supported by the clinical
environment. A client who fears being overheard may
restrict disclosure despite trusting the therapist.
Consequently,  architectural ~ design,  acoustic
insulation, waiting-room conditions, and
administrative behavior should be regarded as
components of clinical quality.

The findings also emphasize the importance of
distinguishing  individual —empowerment  from
individual blame. Mental health literacy, resilience,
reflective capacity, and adherence to therapeutic tasks
strengthened treatment engagement, but these
resources could not completely neutralize severe
structural barriers. Clients should therefore not be
characterized as resistant or insufficiently motivated
without considering the environmental conditions
under which treatment participation occurs. Personal
agency appears most effective when supported by
financial stability, organizational flexibility, privacy,
and social acceptance.

The interpersonal ecosystem was particularly
important because psychotherapy-related changes
must ultimately be enacted outside the therapy room.
Supportive  families can facilitate treatment
continuation and reinforce psychological change,
whereas stigmatizing environments may undermine
engagement and force clients to negotiate competing
expectations between therapy and their social context.
Ecological effectiveness therefore requires attention
to the settings into which clients return after each
session.

Overall, the study suggests that psychotherapy should
be conceptualized as a multilevel process situated at




the intersection of personal agency, clinical
relationships, organizational structures, physical
environments, family systems, and broader

socioeconomic conditions. The fundamental structure
identified in this study proposes that sustainable
psychotherapy depends on the simultaneous presence
of  economic-institutional  stability,  physical-
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organizational safety, a supportive interpersonal
ecosystem, and agentic self-direction. Improving
psychotherapy =~ outcomes  therefore  requires
interventions extending beyond therapeutic techniques
themselves.  Expanding  insurance  coverage,
establishing transparent and stable
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