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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Psychotherapy is a therapeutic approach aimed at alleviating symptoms associated with
mental, personality, emotional, and behavioral disorders. Numerous studies have
demonstrated its effectiveness in treating various psychological conditions (Poster et al.,
2021). However, in the past decade, dissatisfaction with psychotherapy has increased,
leading to a higher rate of premature dropout from psychotherapy and counseling (Syan et
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al., 2020). Meta-analyses indicate that the prevalence of premature dropout varies significantly,
ranging from 10% to 50% depending on the study context (Fernandez et al., 2015).

Premature dropout from psychotherapy and counseling can result in substantial negative
consequences, particularly for clients with severe mental disorders, affecting not only their well-
being but also their families and social environments. Recognizing the high prevalence of this
phenomenon, researchers have sought to identify contributing factors (Kullgard et al., 2022).
Studies generally categorize determinants of therapy success or failure into three primary
domains: client characteristics, therapeutic methods, and therapist-related factors (Hanevik et
al., 2023).

One significant factor influencing early withdrawal is client anxiety, which impacts their
ability to engage effectively in therapy (Arnow et al., 2007). Highly anxious individuals often
struggle with emotional instability and difficulties in forming a strong therapeutic alliance,
increasing their likelihood of premature dropout (Immel et al., 2022). Additionally, concerns
regarding self-disclosure can further contribute to early withdrawal. Another influential factor is
low self-esteem, which has been identified as a predictor of premature dropout from
psychotherapy and counseling. Clients with low self-esteem, particularly those with conditions
such as eating disorders, tend to leave therapy prematurely, before achieving treatment goals
(Flickiger et al., 2011). Additionally, biographical characteristics, including gender, age,
education, and clinical diagnosis, have been examined as potential contributors to therapy
discontinuation.

Premature dropout of psychotherapy and counseling has been documented for over five
decades. Despite extensive research, understanding the underlying causes remains limited, and
findings in this field are often inconsistent. These discrepancies arise from variations in defining
premature dropout, differences in study populations, and methodological limitations in
statistical analyses (Zieve et al., 2019). While previous studies have explored various aspects of
psychotherapy dropout, few have systematically examined the factors influencing clients'
decisions to prematurely terminate therapy. This study aims to address this gap by investigating
the role of demographic characteristics, self-esteem, and anxiety in premature dropout from
psychotherapy and counseling. By identifying key predictors, this research seeks to contribute to
a more comprehensive framework for improving client retention and therapeutic outcomes.

Method

This study employed a descriptive cross-sectional design to examine the influence of
demographic factors, anxiety, and self-esteem on premature dropout from psychotherapy and
counseling. The target population included all clients who sought services at psychology and
psychiatric clinics in Mashhad between 2023 and 2024. Participants were selected through
purposive sampling. After obtaining the necessary approvals, clinic officials were asked to
provide a list of clients who had initiated psychotherapy or counseling but discontinued sessions
between September 2023 and April 2024. Eligible individuals were then contacted and invited
to participate either in person or online. The initial list comprised 158 clients, of whom 87 met
the inclusion criteria and participated in the study. Participants in this study were required to
have sought psychotherapy or counseling services at psychological and psychiatric clinics in
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Mashhad. To be eligible, they had to be at least 25 years old, literate, and capable of articulating
their experiences with therapy. Additionally, they must have attended at least four therapy
sessions but discontinued treatment for at least two months. Importantly, participants should
have no prior history of psychiatric disorders or treatments and must have independently chosen
to terminate therapy due to dissatisfaction with the process. Exclusion criteria included
incomplete or dishonest responses on research instruments, failure to provide sufficient
information, and use of psychiatric medication within the past year. Individuals who did not
meet the inclusion criteria or did not complete the study requirements were excluded from
participation. Data were collected using the Outcome Questionnaire-45 (0Q-45), the Beck
Anxiety Inventory (BAI), Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale (RSE), and the Demographic
Information Questionnaire for Patients (DIQFP). Statistical analyses were performed using
SPSS 26, applying descriptive statistics, Pearson correlation coefficient, and stepwise regression
analysis.

Results

Regression analysis identified gender as a predictor of premature dropout from psychotherapy
and counseling, explaining 22% of its variance (RZagjustea = 0.22). When anxiety level was added
to the model, the explanatory power increased to 29% (R? agjustea = 0.29). In the third model,
incorporating age alongside gender and anxiety improved the prediction accuracy to 35% (R?
adjustea= 0.35). Finally, in the most comprehensive model—including gender, anxiety, age, and
self-esteem—the adjusted coefficient of determination rose to 40% (R? agjusea = 0.740),
suggesting that these factors collectively explain a substantial portion of premature dropout
from psychotherapy and counseling. All regression models demonstrated statistical significance
at P < 0.001, highlighting the reliability of the predictors. Gender (f = 0.24, P < 0.05), anxiety
(B =0.22, P < 0.05), age (B = 0.28, P < 0.01), and self-esteem (f = 0.28, P < 0.01) were
identified as significant contributors to premature dropout from psychotherapy and counseling.

Discussion and Conclusion

This study examined the predictive role of anxiety, self-esteem, and demographic factors—
including age, gender, education, and clinical diagnosis—in premature dropout from
psychotherapy and counseling. The findings revealed that education level is a significant
predictor, aligning with previous research indicating that clients with lower educational
backgrounds often struggle to grasp therapeutic strategies, leading to premature dropout
(Anderson, 2015; Fortuna et al., 2010). Limited literacy may hinder comprehension of
therapeutic objectives, prompting clients to discontinue sessions due to perceived lack of
progress. Gender also emerged as a key factor in therapy discontinuation, though previous
studies have reported contradictory results (Barrett et al., 2008).

The current findings suggest that male clients may be more likely to terminate therapy early
due to reluctance to express emotions, impatience, and discomfort with receiving guidance.
These characteristics could contribute to a lower engagement level, increasing dropout rates.
Notably, the study found that clinical diagnosis or disorder type does not significantly predict
premature dropout from psychotherapy and counseling. This suggests that decisions regarding
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therapy continuation are influenced more by individual psychological and demographic factors
than by specific mental health conditions.

Consistent with prior research, age was identified as another predictor, with younger clients
(ages 25-30) exhibiting higher dropout rates (Edlund et al., 2002; Thorméhlen et al., 2003).
This may be attributed to younger individuals' difficulty in adhering to structured therapy
sessions, their belief in self-sufficiency, and concerns that seeking therapy undermines personal
autonomy. High anxiety levels were strongly associated with early withdrawal from
psychotherapy, supporting previous findings (Arnow et al., 2007). Clients experiencing
heightened anxiety often struggle with focus and forming effective therapeutic alliances, making
them more prone to discontinuing treatment prematurely. Aligning with previous research, the
findings indicate that low self-esteem is a significant predictor of premature dropout from
psychotherapy and counseling (Kegel, & Fliickiger, 2015; Fliickiger et al., 2011).

Clients with diminished self-worth often struggle with negative perceptions of therapy, and
lack of motivation, and have little hope for improvement. As a result, they are more likely to
terminate treatment prematurely, even when following a structured therapeutic plan. Despite
these insights, the study faced several limitations. One major limitation was the absence of
clinical interviews with participants, which could have provided a more comprehensive
understanding of their reasons for premature dropout. Direct interviews would have enhanced
confidence in the identified predictive factors. Additionally, reliance on self-report scales
introduced potential biases, as participants may not have responded accurately or truthfully to
questionnaire items. Furthermore, while multiple factors contribute to premature therapy
termination, this study focused on only a subset, leaving room for future research to explore
additional determinants. Overall, these findings emphasize the need for tailored intervention
strategies to address self-esteem-related challenges in psychotherapy, ensuring better client
engagement and reducing dropout rates. Future studies should incorporate clinical interviews
and broader predictor variables to develop more effective solutions for improving
psychotherapy retention.
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2. the Beck Anxiety Inventory (BAI)
2. Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale (RSE)
3. the Demographic Information Questionnaire for Patients (DIQFP)
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