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Extended Abstract:

1. Introduction

Terminating the counseling process is one of the most complex aspects of
therapeutic intervention. Determining when counseling should come to an end is a
professional skill that requires practice, clinical experience, and guidance from a
third party, such as a clinical supervisor. Establishing an appropriate time for
termination is essential to ensuring that the counseling process is managed
effectively and that the time required for intervention is used appropriately (Kent,
2023).

Ideally, clients’ responses to termination should be carefully observed and
evaluated (Shafiabadi, 2021). One of the counselor’s most important
responsibilities during termination is to help clients consolidate what they have
learned throughout counseling so that they can maintain and apply their
therapeutic gains independently in their everyday lives. An important task at this
stage is reviewing and summarizing the content of previous sessions. The
counselor revisits the central issues discussed by the client and points out the
major insights and themes that emerged during the counseling process (Simin-
Hosseinian, 2020).

Safarzadeh et al. (2023) found a significant relationship between the
therapeutic alliance and successful termination of psychotherapy. Their findings
show that a positive therapeutic relationship shapes the quality of the termination
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process. In general, when termination is appropriately timed and effectively
managed, the likelihood of client satisfaction may increase.

Gestalt theory provides a useful framework for understanding and analyzing
the process of termination. From a Gestalt perspective, closure involves a sense of
relief that emerges when an unresolved or uncertain matter, such as reaching a
decision regarding an important issue, is brought to a satisfactory resolution. Such
closure may result in personal satisfaction or the fulfillment of an individual’s
expectations (Corey, 2023).

Accordingly, when the termination process is appropriately managed, clients
may develop a greater understanding of the counseling process and become better
able to interact adaptively with their environment. Against this background,
examining counselors’ lived experiences of terminating counseling sessions may
clarify the nature and process of counseling termination.

2. Research Question
Based on counselors’ experiences, what actions and procedures constitute the
process of terminating counseling sessions?

3. Literature Review

Kochiar et al. (2010) reported that counselors experienced considerable stress
when clients terminated counseling prematurely. In a qualitative study, Gould
(1977) found that treatment termination was an unpleasant experience for most
therapists, many of whom reported that they did not know how to manage the
termination process effectively.

Brill and Neimann (1993) found that most clients perceived counselors as
having difficulty managing their emotional responses to the termination of
therapy. Counselors did not consistently summarize therapeutic interventions or
evaluate the therapeutic process and its outcomes with their clients.

Lambert (2010) demonstrated that therapists tend to overestimate treatment
progress, and that such inaccurate judgments may, in some cases, contribute to
client deterioration and treatment failure.

A review of the available literature in Iran suggests a relative lack of
empirical research specifically examining how counselors experience and manage
the termination of counseling sessions. Therefore, the present study sought to
explore the process of counseling termination from the perspective of counselors
and to identify the actions, challenges, and factors that characterize this process.
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4. Methodology

4.1. Research Design

This qualitative study explored counselors’ experiences of terminating counseling
sessions using thematic analysis. Data were collected through semi-structured
interviews.

4.2. Participants and Data Collection

Participants were counselors with at least five years of professional counseling
experience. Participants were recruited through voluntary convenience sampling.
Semi-structured interviews were conducted with 10 counselors, and data
collection continued until data saturation was achieved.

4.3. Data Analysis

The data were analyzed using the six-phase thematic analysis approach developed
by Braun and Clarke (2006). The analysis involved the following stages: (1)
transcribing the interviews verbatim; (2) identifying meaningful statements and
initial codes; (3) formulating initial meanings from the identified codes; (4)
grouping related meanings into subthemes; (5) organizing subthemes into
overarching themes; and (6) developing a comprehensive description of the
phenomenon under investigation.

4.4. Ethical Considerations

Ethical considerations included obtaining informed consent from all participants,
maintaining the confidentiality of participants’ information, and ensuring that
participants had the right to withdraw from the study at any stage without
consequence.

5. Findings
Thematic analysis of counselors’ experiences of terminating counseling sessions
yielded four overarching themes and 28 subthemes.

Theme 1: Gradual Steps Toward Termination

This theme included verbal and nonverbal signaling of the end of the session,
providing an overview of the remaining sessions, encouraging continuation of
counseling when appropriate, preventing the introduction of new topics near the
end of a session, summarizing the session, assigning between-session tasks,
asking clients about their feelings at the end of the session, increasing the intervals
between sessions, and referring clients to other professionals when dependency
was evident.



Fall 2027 | No.71 | Vol. 18 | Counseling and Psychotherapy Culture | 124

Theme 2: Termination-Related Errors

This theme included communicating termination indirectly or ambiguously,
extending sessions beyond the standard duration, reactive termination, adopting a
situational rather than systematic approach to termination, threatening termination
when clients failed to complete assigned tasks, terminating counseling without
mutual agreement in cases involving dependent clients, failing to prepare clients
adequately for termination, refunding fees when clients expressed dissatisfaction,
attributing the counselor’s lack of termination planning to the client, and imposing
termination in an authoritarian manner.

Theme 3: Factors Influencing the Quality of Termination

This theme included the influence of the therapeutic relationship on the manner in
which termination was conducted, the influence of the severity and nature of the
client’s problems, the influence of voluntary participation in counseling, the
clarity of the client’s and counselor’s goals, and the presence of a clearly defined
timeframe for the counseling process.

Theme 4: Counselors’ Responses to Termination

This theme included dissatisfaction with one’s own performance, greater
satisfaction with termination when therapeutic change had occurred, examining
the reasons for unplanned termination, and interpreting premature termination in a
self-referential manner.

The findings indicated that, although counselors were familiar with the
general steps involved in termination, they frequently did not implement them in a
systematic and planned manner. In particular, the termination or closure of the
counseling process was not consistently conducted in accordance with procedures
recommended in the professional counseling literature.

6. Discussion

Analysis of the participants’ responses indicated that, despite their awareness of
the counseling termination process, counselors did not consistently implement
termination in a systematic and planned manner. This finding is consistent with
the results reported by Kochiar et al. (2010), in which clients experienced
considerable stress when counseling ended unexpectedly and counselors did not
adequately prepare clients for termination.

One possible explanation for this finding is the limited availability of
systematic professional supervision and supervised practicum experiences for
counselors in lran. Although participants appeared to possess theoretical
knowledge regarding appropriate termination procedures, they may not have had
sufficient opportunities to develop and practice the corresponding clinical skills
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under supervision. Thus, the gap between knowledge and practice may explain
why some counselors did not consistently apply recommended termination
techniques in their actual counseling practice.

The findings also suggest that termination is a clinically meaningful phase of
the counseling process that requires preparation, assessment, summarization, and
appropriate planning, and should be regarded as more than the end of a single
session. Failure to manage this phase adequately may negatively affect clients’
experience of counseling and potentially diminish the effectiveness of the
intervention.

7. Conclusion

The findings indicate that counselors do not consistently and systematically
employ the skills and interventions required for effective termination of
counseling sessions. In practice, sessions may end without adequate
summarization of the counseling process, assessment of the client’s current status,
or appropriate planning for the continuation or completion of counseling.

Such practices may reduce the effectiveness of counseling and may also
contribute to clients’ negative emotional responses to termination. Therefore,
theoretical knowledge of counseling termination should be complemented by
structured, supervised clinical training. Providing opportunities for counseling
trainees and practicing counselors to develop termination skills under the
supervision of experienced and qualified professionals is essential.

Future research could further examine the relationship between counselors’
termination practices and clients’ responses to termination and could investigate
the effectiveness of structured training programs designed to improve counselors’
termination competencies.
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