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“We Are All Trying to Find a Way to Help Ourselves”: A Look at Self-Help Strategies Among Psychotherapy Clients
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Objective: This study examined self-help strategies engaged by psychotherapy clients and explored their views on such self-help approach.

Methods: Secondary analysis of data from a qualitative research study was conducted. A total of 15 psychotherapy clients were recruited, and data were collected via semi-structured interviews. Thematic analysis of data was conducted using inductive approach to examine the content.

Results: Three main themes revolving around self-help strategies were identified: (1) types of self-help strategies, (2) reasons for engaging in self-help activities, and (3) effectiveness of self-help strategies.

Conclusion: The self-help approach to manage distress is common among psychotherapy clients. This study provided insights into understanding how and why clients use self-help strategies in their daily lives.
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INTRODUCTION

The use of self-help strategies to manage one’s own condition in the field of mental health has witnessed increase in popularity over the years (Norcross, 2000). In the context of treatments delivered through “health technology” such as computer programs, there is some differentiation between those conducted without any professional involvement (referred to as “pure” self-help) and those facilitated by a professional (“guided” self-help; Gellatly et al., 2007; Khan et al., 2007). Jorm and Griffiths (2006) used the term “informal self-help” to refer to “simple self-help that can be applied by the individuals affected without the need for professional guidance” and which can be used for early interventions in subclinical cases within the general population. For the purpose of discussion in this study, self-help is broadly defined and refers to any strategies or activities an individual does for the purpose of managing their distress or mental health in general. Such strategies could be self-initiated or acquired through learning materials disseminated by healthcare providers as part of supported self-management process. For instance, reading self-help books, attending support groups, practicing meditation, and/or accessing online health resources are some common examples. Individuals may choose self-help over professional help or supplement professional help because they cost less, are easier to access, and are less stigmatizing as compared to psychiatry-related services (Norcross, 2000; Marley, 2011).

A study by Jorm et al. (2000) found that “people with anxiety and depression symptoms rely primarily on simple self-help interventions, the effectiveness of which has been little researched.” The evidence surrounding the effectiveness of self-help interventions remains inconclusive with some studies finding self-help interventions effective in managing depressive (McKendree-Smith et al., 2003; Anderson et al., 2005; Gellatly et al., 2007) and anxiety symptoms (Lewis et al., 2012), while others suggesting that the evidence is limited (Bower et al., 2001; Coull and Morris, 2011). A recent review aimed at evaluating self-management interventions found support for such interventions in reducing symptoms among adults with severe mental illnesses and more importantly for personal recovery (van Weeghel et al., 2019), the increased sense of hope, empowerment, and self-efficacy from these interventions (Lean et al., 2019). Another study by Biringer et al. (2016) described the use of self-help strategies and environmental factors that facilitated recovery process among mental health service users.

In Singapore, a nationwide mental health literacy study found that the majority of the general population endorsed the usefulness of self-help practices (e.g., attending yoga or mediation classes, getting information on websites, reading up on people with similar experiences) for a person with mental disorder (Picco et al., 2016). Little is known, however, regarding self-help strategies adopted by psychotherapy clients in Singapore. This is important in understanding what mental health users do to cope with their distress, given the emphasis on empowering patients to play a greater role in their treatment and recovery (Mueser et al., 2002; Lucock et al., 2011). The aim of the present study was to examine the self-help strategies engaged by these individuals who were seeking psychotherapy treatment in a tertiary psychiatric hospital and to explore their views on such strategies.



MATERIALS AND METHODS

This is a secondary analysis of data from a qualitative study to examine concepts which were not central to the original research. The main aim of the primary study was to understand psychotherapeutic strategies and interventions to improve psychological wellbeing among psychotherapy clients.


Setting and Recruitment

The primary study recruited participants attending outpatient psychotherapy at a tertiary psychiatric hospital in Singapore. Purposive sampling was employed, and recruitment posters were placed in the hospital clinic to inform patients about the ongoing study. Mental healthcare professionals (e.g., psychologists, psychiatrists, case managers) were also informed of the study who then referred interested participants who met the following study criteria: aged 21years and above, had attended at least two psychotherapy sessions in the past year, and able to provide consent. A total of 15 participants were enrolled for the study between January to October 2019, and one-to-one semi-structured interviews were conducted with them at the hospital or mutually agreed places such as cafes and workplaces.



Study Procedures

Prior to the interview, participants first completed a short questionnaire to collect information on their sociodemographic background and clinical history. An interview guide which was designed in line with the primary aim to understand psychotherapeutic strategies to improve wellbeing of clients in the psychotherapy context was used for all interviews. Questions in the interview guide served as prompts and covered the following areas: recent experience with psychotherapy, ways to build positive mental health, improving positive mental health using psychotherapy, etc. Questions such as “what are some of the ways a person can improve their positive mental health?” and “have you heard or read about a therapy, for example, on the Internet?” led to participants volunteering information related to self-help strategies that is relevant for the present study. The interviews were conducted by two female researchers (JV and SC) with background in epidemiology and psychology and who have experience in qualitative research. All interviews were audio-recorded and transcribed verbatim with identifiers of the participants subsequently removed from the transcripts.



Sample Characteristics

The sociodemographic profile of the participants (n=15) in this study is shown in Table 1. Participants in this sample mainly reported having depression and/or anxiety disorder (n=12), one with borderline personality disorder, and two were unaware of their clinical diagnosis. All participants were still attending psychotherapy at the time of interview, with the last session attended within 1month from the interview date. The types of therapy that participants reported receiving included cognitive behavioral therapy, mindfulness, movement desensitization and reprocessing, dialectical behavioral therapy, exposure and response prevention, schema therapy, acceptance and commitment therapy, and psychodynamic therapy; some participants were, however, unaware of the specific therapy they had received. The number of psychotherapy sessions attended in the past 1year by these participants ranged from 2 sessions to 48 sessions (median=7.5).



TABLE 1. Profile of participants (n=15).
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Analysis of Data

Thematic analysis of the data in the original study and current study was conducted using inductive approach (Braun and Clarke, 2006). This approach was chosen as it is a flexible technique to be used across theoretical frameworks and that there are no pre-existing concepts used in this study, particularly given the interest of this study was to explore and gain cross-sectional insights into experiences of psychotherapy clients in general. It is also appropriate for use in this secondary analysis of data given the good fit of the purpose and aim of this analysis with the primary study, and it allows rich description of the data set.

The coding team consisted of four researchers of which three were females (JV, RS, and SC) and one was male (ES) and all with background in epidemiology and psychology. While JV and SC conducted the interviews, all coding members were also involved in transcription and checking accuracy of the transcripts. In the initial coding stage, four transcripts were randomly selected and read individually by the coding team to independently code for important and relevant content, and the codes were combined to generate a list of preliminary themes. This list was reviewed, and subsequently emergent themes were formed following discussions within the team. The remaining transcripts were coded, and new codes were added when necessary to capture novel content, and the emergent themes were subsequently modified after multiple deliberations. Data related to the theme on self-help were extracted for this study, and one member (SC) led the analysis and inductively combined the codes and emergent themes based on their interrelation and co-occurrence to produce higher-order themes, which were reviewed and discussed by the other three members. Disagreements were resolved through discussion within the team members to reach consensus.




RESULTS

Three main themes revolving around self-help strategies were identified: (1) types of self-help strategies, (2) reasons for engaging in self-help activities, and (3) effectiveness of self-help strategies.


Types of Self-Help Strategies

All participants, except for two, reported using a range of self-help activities and strategies to manage their mental health problems. These were broadly classified into two categories: generic wellbeing promotion activities and problem-focused strategies. The former pertains to activities that are generally regarded as enhancing overall health and mental wellbeing, for instance participants reported engaging in physical activities and hobbies, talking to friends, expressing of self through art, and maintaining a routine (e.g., completing house chores). A number of participants also mentioned reading self-help books and watching online motivational videos.

Problem-focused strategies, by contrast, are in relation to participant’s existing mental health condition or psychological concerns and thus represent more targeted actions. Participants described searching for information and reading up on their condition and strategies taught by their therapist, and one participant talked about attending mental health workshops. Some of these strategies were initiated by the therapist and used by clients beyond the therapy session, for instance practicing psychotherapeutic techniques such as mindfulness strategies, breathing exercises, and positive visualization. Some participants described self-monitoring of behavior and mood with the aid of mobile applications, for instance using it to track alcohol consumption.



Reasons for Engaging in Self-Help Activities

Participants described underlying psychological reasons and motivations for engaging in self-help activities. These included the desire to seek changes in attitudes and behavior, to acquire knowledge of symptoms, and the value of self-care (Table 2).



TABLE 2. Reasons for engaging in self-help behaviors.
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Aside from psychological motivations for using self-help strategies, practical reasons for using certain self-help strategies were also mentioned by the participants. Customizability of activities and flexibility in choosing them according to the participants’ beliefs, needs, and interest were some of these reasons. Others included self-help activities being chosen as alternatives to psychotherapy owing to factors such as cost (“…I was aware of psychotherapy… but because it’s too expensive, then I went to books”; S1/F/46yo) or perceived ineffectiveness of therapy sessions (“…I have to go for the therapy, then it did not work out… so over the years I try find out my own triggers. I find the way to isolate. I find a way to contain”; S11/M/28yo).



Effectiveness of Self-Help Strategies

Self-help strategies were effective and notably helpful for several participants in changing their behavior (e.g., improvement in sleep quality) and attitudes (e.g., developing positive outlook in life). Age and employment status, however, were factors described by participants which had affected their level of comprehension and participation for certain self-help strategies. One participant (S1/F/46yo) recalled reading a self-help book that “did not make any sense” as a youth, but it was “so helpful” when she came across it again as a young adult. Another participant noted that being unemployed has given him “the time and space to pursue these things (self-help activities)” (S5/M/32yo).

Some participants noted difficulties they had encountered in the process of engaging in self-help activities. One participant (S1/F/46yo) pointed out potential “blind spots” in self-help activities where the support obtained “may not necessarily go to the core” of their presenting issues. Another participant alluded to the need to be self-reliant or independent as a challenge when practicing self-help bibliotherapy – “I find that reading on my own… having the book telling you what to do… it’s different from when someone tells me to do it and someone practices it with me there on the spot” (S3/F/40yo). Even for strategies introduced by the therapist, taking on the self-help approach was nonetheless described by one participant as something that “takes a lot of effort… because the therapist only can tell me what to do, then I have to execute” (S8/M/24yo). Similarly, another participant mentioned that he lacked the “courage to use the [inter]net” for self-help, despite having practiced some of the strategies with the therapist (S2/M/22yo). There was concern about the lasting effect of self-help strategies (“But once the practice session stops, then it’s sort of like I keep worrying about things again”; S7/F/35yo).




DISCUSSION

This study provided a preliminary understanding of self-help strategies used by psychotherapy clients and of their views of such self-help approaches. Clients described their motivations for using self-help strategies as a way to achieve attitudinal and behavioral changes. This could be one of the ways to attain some form of control in their lives and to take charge in managing their distress (Mental Health Foundation, 2000). Parallels can also be drawn from another study which identified empowerment and managing and structuring the day as useful self-help approaches individuals engaged in for day-to-day problems (Lucock et al., 2007). These themes highlight the capacity of clients to be able to proactively participate in or plan activities that can influence their wellbeing and bring about positive changes. Additionally, the study by Lucock et al. (2007) also noted that empowerment could be derived from possession of information, which resonates with the finding in this study where the participants reported the need to gain knowledge of symptoms as a reason for adopting self-help behaviors.

These findings support the notion that engaging in self-help strategies promotes a sense of self-efficacy among individuals with mental distress (Jorm and Griffiths, 2006). This self-belief in being able to handle situations and exert control was also reported by clients who engaged in self-therapeutic activity after completion of therapy with a mental healthcare professional (Glasman et al., 2004). Clients described it as their “responsibility” to deal with relapses that occurred. In a way this also reflects the value and importance that clients place on self-care and hence the reason for taking on the self-help approach to manage their conditions, as echoed by clients in this study.

While it is unclear whether some of the self-help strategies were in fact mandatory “homework” assigned by therapist as a part of the course of treatment, which there are then implications on clients’ willingness to be proactive in taking steps for their recovery, it may still be beneficial for clients to explore the self-help approach, given the successful outcomes reported by several clients in this study. These strategies could potentially supplement ongoing therapeutic interventions that clients have with their mental healthcare providers. Furthermore, these self-help practices could be important coping strategies when it is difficult to have face-to-face sessions as in the lockdown imposed during this COVID-19 pandemic which have disrupted outpatient visits for individuals seeking mental health treatment (Yao et al., 2020).

However, as described by clients in this study and that by Glasman et al. (2004), the self-help approach can be “effortful” and requires “hard work,” even for strategies initiated by their therapists. This study also noted several other difficulties that clients encountered when engaging self-help practices. As the present study reports findings from a secondary analysis of data, a limitation of the study was that analysis was restricted to the data originally collected, and hence, many of the issues and difficulties with the self-help approach could not be further explored. A recommendation for future research would be to understand how these difficulties can be addressed and explore ways to best render support to clients for such self-help approach to work. Furthermore, it would be meaningful to profile clients to understand their self-help preferences and also to identify common aspects of self-help strategies that are associated with positive outcomes for the clients. Understanding these issues will provide valuable insights for mental health professions to empower clients to adopt the self-help strategies both concurrently, and also separate from, ongoing psychotherapy.

More importantly, future studies should look into evaluating the effectiveness of self-help practices among psychotherapy clients. While clients in this study described effectiveness and challenges they have encountered, it was at times an overview of self-help approach in general rather than in relation to a specific type of strategy. Future studies may look into exploring and understanding potential links between effectiveness and the type of self-help strategies, as well examining it with respect to the underlying motivations. This was also identified by service users as one of the priorities for research into self-help to understand what works and why (Lucock et al., 2007). Given that the use of non-evidence-based self-help was found to have negative impacts on users (Yeung and Lun, 2020), for example, among individuals with low self-esteem (Wood et al., 2009), the effectiveness of self-help strategies ought to be communicated to clients so that they understand the boundaries and limits of which these self-help activities work. While they may supplement and act as an adjunct to therapy, general advices from self-help sources could potentially be misinterpreted by clients and leading to wrong or blind application that sets them up for disappointment.

Nonetheless, this study represents pioneer work to understand self-help strategies engaged by psychotherapy clients in Singapore. It is evident from this study that psychotherapy clients proactively partake in various self-help activities with differing underlying psychological and practical motivations and to varying levels of effectiveness experienced. Findings provided insights for healthcare professionals on understanding strategies that psychotherapy clients adopt and ways in which they are empowered to manage their distress. After all, the self-help approach is common, as one client aptly pointed out: “we are all trying to find a way to help ourselves.”
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