
secondary gain in psychology

secondary gain in psychology refers to the benefits individuals receive from their symptoms or conditions
beyond the primary reasons for their existence. This concept plays a crucial role in understanding human
behavior, particularly in the realm of mental health and therapy. By exploring the intricacies of secondary
gain, we can better comprehend how psychological factors influence our actions and decisions. This article
will delve into the definition of secondary gain, its implications in various psychological contexts, the types
of secondary gains individuals may experience, and strategies for addressing these gains in therapeutic
settings. We will also examine case studies and provide practical examples to illustrate the concept in real-
life situations.
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What is Secondary Gain?
Secondary gain in psychology is an essential concept that refers to the indirect benefits that a person may
derive from having a particular illness or symptom. While the primary gain relates to the relief from
distress or the avoidance of responsibilities that a person may experience when they become ill, secondary
gain encompasses the additional advantages that are often less obvious. These can include increased
attention, sympathy, financial support, or even a sense of control over one's environment.

This phenomenon can be particularly significant in chronic illnesses or mental health conditions, where the
person may unconsciously or consciously leverage their symptoms to fulfill unmet emotional or social
needs. Understanding secondary gain is important for therapists and healthcare providers because it can
impact treatment compliance, recovery, and overall well-being.



The Role of Secondary Gain in Therapy
Therapists often encounter secondary gain in their practice, as it can significantly influence a patient's
behavior and therapeutic outcomes. Recognizing the presence of secondary gain can help mental health
professionals tailor their approaches to better address the underlying issues that may be perpetuating a
patient's condition.

In therapy, acknowledging secondary gain can lead to enhanced communication between the therapist and
the client. It provides an opportunity to explore the emotional and psychological motivations behind the
symptoms. This exploration can foster greater self-awareness in clients, allowing them to understand how
their behaviors may be serving them in ways they had not previously recognized.

The Therapeutic Alliance
Building a strong therapeutic alliance is crucial when addressing secondary gain. By creating a safe and
trusting environment, therapists can encourage clients to openly discuss their fears, desires, and the
rewards they receive from their symptoms. This openness can lead to more effective interventions and a
deeper understanding of the client's unique situation.

Identifying Secondary Gain
To effectively address secondary gain, therapists must first identify it within their clients. This may
involve asking targeted questions about the client's experiences and feelings related to their symptoms. For
example, a therapist might inquire about how the client's illness has impacted their relationships or
whether they have received special attention from family members due to their condition.

Types of Secondary Gains
Secondary gain can manifest in various forms, depending on the individual's circumstances and the nature
of their symptoms. Understanding these different types can help in recognizing how they play a role in a
person's life. Below are some common types of secondary gains:

Emotional Support: Many individuals may experience increased affection or sympathy from family
and friends when they are unwell. This emotional support can be a powerful motivator for some to
maintain their symptoms.

Financial Benefits: In some cases, individuals may qualify for disability benefits or other forms of
financial assistance due to their condition, providing a monetary incentive to remain in that state.



Attention and Care: Being ill can lead to increased attention from loved ones, allowing the individual
to feel cared for and valued, which may reinforce the persistence of their symptoms.

Avoidance of Responsibilities: Symptoms can serve as a means for individuals to avoid obligations,
such as work or social commitments, granting them a sense of freedom from responsibilities.

Control: For some, maintaining an illness can provide a sense of control over their environment and
relationships, allowing them to dictate the terms of their interaction with others.

Examples of Secondary Gain in Everyday Life
Secondary gain can be observed in various scenarios, shedding light on how people may unconsciously
benefit from their conditions. Here are some illustrative examples:

Chronic Pain
Consider an individual suffering from chronic pain. Apart from the physical discomfort, this person may
receive significant attention from family members who are concerned about their well-being. Additionally,
they might find that their symptoms excuse them from social events, allowing them to avoid interactions
they may find overwhelming.

Depression
In the case of depression, a person may find that their condition elicits sympathy from friends and family,
leading them to feel cherished in a way that is difficult to achieve otherwise. This emotional validation can
inadvertently contribute to the prolongation of depressive symptoms as they continue to receive care and
attention.

School Absenteeism
Children or adolescents who frequently feign illness to avoid school may experience secondary gains in the
form of parental attention or relief from academic pressures. This can create a cycle where the child learns
that expressing distress leads to positive reinforcement.



Strategies for Addressing Secondary Gain
Effectively addressing secondary gain in therapy requires a thoughtful, multi-faceted approach. Here are
several strategies that mental health professionals can utilize:

Open Dialogue
Encouraging open dialogue about the benefits that clients may receive from their symptoms is essential.
This involves creating a non-judgmental space where clients feel safe to explore their motivations without
fear of censure.

Behavioral Interventions
Behavioral interventions can help clients develop healthier coping mechanisms. By teaching new skills and
strategies for dealing with stress or emotional pain, therapists can guide clients towards more adaptive
behaviors that do not rely on their symptoms.

Setting Goals
Collaboratively setting therapy goals that focus on reducing dependency on secondary gains can help clients
find fulfillment outside of their illness. This may involve exploring new hobbies, relationships, or
responsibilities that provide a sense of accomplishment and purpose.

Gradual Exposure
For clients who avoid responsibilities due to their symptoms, gradual exposure to these situations can help
them build confidence and resilience. By incrementally increasing their engagement with life, clients can
learn that they can cope without relying on their symptoms.

Conclusion
Understanding secondary gain in psychology is crucial for anyone involved in mental health care. By
recognizing the benefits that individuals may derive from their symptoms, therapists can tailor their
approaches to address these underlying motivations effectively. This not only enhances the therapeutic
alliance but also paves the way for more meaningful recovery. As we continue to explore the complexities
of human behavior, the concept of secondary gain will remain an essential element in our understanding of
psychological well-being.



Q: What does secondary gain mean in psychology?
A: Secondary gain refers to the indirect benefits that a person derives from their symptoms or illness, such
as increased attention, financial support, or avoidance of responsibilities.

Q: How can secondary gain affect therapy outcomes?
A: Secondary gain can complicate therapy by encouraging clients to maintain their symptoms for the
benefits they provide, which may hinder their recovery and treatment compliance.

Q: Can secondary gain be both conscious and unconscious?
A: Yes, individuals may consciously seek out the benefits of their symptoms or may be unaware of how
their behaviors are reinforced by the advantages they receive.

Q: What are some common examples of secondary gain?
A: Common examples include receiving emotional support, financial benefits, attention from loved ones,
avoidance of responsibilities, and a sense of control over one’s environment.

Q: How can therapists help clients address secondary gain?
A: Therapists can facilitate open dialogue, use behavioral interventions, set goals, and implement gradual
exposure to help clients recognize and reduce their reliance on secondary gains.

Q: Is secondary gain a negative concept in psychology?
A: While secondary gain can be viewed negatively when it perpetuates unhealthy behaviors, it is also a
natural part of human behavior that can be understood and addressed in therapy.

Q: Are there specific conditions where secondary gain is more prevalent?
A: Secondary gain is commonly seen in chronic illnesses, mental health disorders, and situations involving
significant emotional distress, where individuals may benefit from their symptoms in various ways.

Q: How can understanding secondary gain improve therapeutic practice?
A: Understanding secondary gain allows therapists to develop more effective treatment plans by addressing
the underlying motivations that may be influencing a client's condition and behavior.



Q: What role does family dynamics play in secondary gain?
A: Family dynamics can significantly influence secondary gain, as family members may unintentionally
reinforce a client’s symptoms through their responses, such as offering excessive care or attention.

Q: Can secondary gain change over time?
A: Yes, secondary gain can evolve as individuals' circumstances change, and what once served as a benefit
may no longer be relevant, necessitating ongoing assessment and adjustment in therapy.
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