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INTRODUCTION 

In 2020, the announcement of the COVID-19 pandemic changed the lives of many. As a result of this pandemic, social distancing became the norm. This social distancing forced many therapists to shift from in-person sessions to the use of communication technology as a means for the therapeutic encounter to take place (Werbart et al., 2024). There is an agenda to the therapeutic encounter, which is for the client to experience change regarding the material brought to therapy (Stafford and Bond, 2020). Online counselling, therefore, must adhere to this same agenda of client change because it seems reasonable to assume that this is what the clients are attending online counselling for (Richards and Vigano, 2013). This is the rationale for a critical analysis of the impact that this remote counselling and supervision has had on key therapeutic and supervisory concepts. The analysis begins with exploring the practical side of the remote environment i.e. the technical considerations and the ethical considerations surrounding this. 

Sticking with the practicality aspect of the remote counselling environment but progressing to considering practice-based skills is the second section of the critique, which seems to be impacted negatively. Counselling interventions appear to have been adapted in a remote setting – verbal communication is more important, the physical distance is used as an intervention and the interventions encompass new opportunities such as the client taking the therapist with them. 


After exploring the practical sides of counselling from a remote lens, the less practical aspects of counselling are explored, beginning with the core conditions of congruence, unconditional positive regard and empathy. Unconditional positive regard appears to be least impacted by the remote environment whilst the lack of embodied presence appears to impact congruence and empathy. 

[bookmark: _Hlk196765798]Continuing with the exploration of the less practical aspects of counselling, the analysis ends with the impact of the remote world on the therapeutic relationship and the supervisory relationship. Consideration is given to the literature regarding the therapeutic relationship from pre-pandemic and post-pandemic with both eras suggesting that the relationship is comparable in an online environment to in-person. This concept is challenged because the loss of the therapy room, with the access that the physical space gives to the non-verbal nuances, reduces a therapist’s ability to empathise with what the client speaks about, therefore weaking the therapeutic relationship (Ahlstrom et al., 2022). The online supervisory relationship is perceived as similar to the face-to-face supervisory relationship (Amanvermez, 2020). Again, this concept is challenged – the online setting can alter how feedback by the supervisors is communicated i.e. the lack of physical contact can lead to the delivery of feedback being received as more hurtful e.g. the lack of a smile (Amanvermez et al., 2020). 




SECTION ONE - THE PRACTICAL SIDE OF REMOTE COUNSELLING –  THE TECHNICAL CONSIDERATIONS AND ITS LINKS TO THE THERAPIST’S ETHICAL RESPONSIBILITIES 

Counselors have got ethical responsibilities to their clients, including the concepts of beneficence and non-maleficence so this section will consider whether the remote counselling environment allows for therapists to do good and no harm to their clients (BACP, 2018). There are ethical arguments in favor of online psychotherapy. The accessibility, flexibility and availability of counselling is increased when considering the remote perspective compared to the in-person version (Stoll, Muller and Trachsel, 2020). This is of significance when considering the client’s characteristics and their location, for example clients who: live in rural areas, are home-bound, have impaired mobility, are suffering with anxiety, are suffering with agoraphobia. It could be argued that it would be unethical not to provide counselling to these people, therefore remote counselling has ethical significance in this respect.  

Having highlighted the ethical arguments in favor of remote psychotherapy, this analysis will now consider the ethical arguments against remote counselling. Unlike in-person counselling, remote counselling has unique issues, namely technology failing and software being hacked which could lead to a breach in client’s privacy, confidentiality and security (Stoll, Muller and Trachsel, 2020). 

Remote counselling requires a form of informed consent, with this form having the potential to lead to an unethical scenario i.e. someone who is not legally able or has not got the mental capacity to consent but this has gone a miss due to the increased difficulty to determine these factors (Stoll, Muller and Trachsel, 2020). A third ethical argument against remote counselling is the technical difficulties being distracting and disturbing, possibly resulting in a client experiencing frustration and anger, which is arguably harmful to a person who is already vulnerable. 















SECTION TWO – PRACTICE-BASED SKILLS IN REMOTE COUNSELLING 

The discussion will now consider the impact of the remote environment on practice-based skills. A relatively recent study exploring therapeutic interventions specifically in relation to the difference between in-person and online therapy, resulted in the finding that therapists, and not clients, rate therapeutic interventions to be higher in-person than remotely (Probst et al., 2021). This study suggests that the remote environment has negatively impacted the therapeutic interventions. Supporting this statement are the strengths of this research – 217 therapists and 133 clients participated and the Multi-theoretical List of Therapeutic Interventions instrument was used to assess various therapeutic interventions, with this being a valid and reliable tool (Probst et al., 2021). Limitations of the study is the nonrandomized design so only therapists from Austria are represented. 

With it being suggested that the therapeutic interventions are negatively impacted by the remote environment, this leads to the question, have counselling skills and interventions been adapted in the remote world? In a recent study exploring therapists’ experiences of successful teletherapies, a theme to emerge is that verbal communication has become more important in the remote environment (Werbart, 2025). 

Verbal communication has become more important as the digital connection and space needs putting into words e.g. asking to check if the technology is working but more than this, as the loss of body language makes it more difficult for therapists to know what the client is feeling, the counsellor asks more questions to ascertain this and the client’s storytelling has become a more important aspect of therapy, in order to create the bond (Werbart, 2025). 

Counselling skills as a whole appear to be divided into two different segments – verbal and non-verbal communication (Hough, 2021). With this being the case, it could be argued that the remote environment does not negatively impact a large portion of counselling skills as the verbal communication (reflection, paraphrasing, summarizing, questioning) is still able to happen. The therapist is still able to reword the client’s content (paraphrase), respond to numerous statements (summarise) and encourage exploration through questions (open questioning). On top of these verbal communication skills that are able to be used in the remote environment is the skill of reflection. Although similar to paraphrasing, this skill communicates to the client that not only has their content been listened to carefully but also their feelings have been heard and can be compared to holding a mirror in front of the client, allowing the client to see themselves more clearly (Hough, 2021). This impactful skill of helping a client to see themselves, and therefore understand themselves better, is unimpacted by the online setting and this skill is linked closely to the core condition of empathy so the remote environment appears to allow for aspects of empathy to be apparent, if not the full extent of empathy.   

Another key theme to emerge from this study is that although the physical distance of the therapist/client imposes constraints, the therapist can also use this physical distance as an intervention because the client may open up more due to the reduced shame being felt due to not being exposed to the inhibiting affects of the in-person work (Werbart, 2025). Although the benefits of the visual and verbal cues will be addressed with regards to presence and emotional regulation, the other side of the argument to this is that the loss of these in a remote environment is a positive as it  contributes to disinhibition, with disinhibition occurring when the concerns about the therapist’s reactions to the client’s narrative and presence are able to be removed (Richards and Vigano, 2013). The reason that disinhibition in a remote counselling environment is positive is because it contributes to higher levels of self-disclosure (Richards and Vigano, 2013). With consideration to the physical distance, not only can it be beneficial for the client but also for the therapist too, in the sense it can bring the counsellor more in touch with her inner world, allowing for her to manage difficult countertransference feelings (Werbart, 2025). 

Although very insightful into the adaptation of counselling interventions in a remote setting, the study’s limitations are – only twelve therapists have been interviewed for this data, they were recruited via social media so non-social media users have been excluded who may have differing opinions and the data is subject perspectives on successful cases, not taking into consideration the client’s judgements of their therapy. 

The remote setting has allowed for counselling interventions to encompass new opportunities. Clients can now take their therapist with them in different situations e.g. a trip or to a difficult situation. Clients can now also create new routines surrounding their therapy from their own home e.g. putting their own therapy notes on their computer. The benefit of taking therapy into their real life is it could give the client a feeling of freedom (van Below et al., 2023). Although the digital space is more open, the risk of this is without the therapist protecting and safeguarding it, the client’s boundaries, confidentiality and safety will not be maintained (Werbart et al., 2025). 














SECTION THREE – THE CORE CONDITIONS IN REMOTE COUNSELLING  

Carl Rogers’ person-centered approach to therapy is his theory of six conditions needing to exist and continue for a client to change, with three of these conditions relating solely to the therapist - the therapist experiences empathy and unconditional positive regard whilst being congruent (Rogers, 1992). To begin the discussion of the impact of remote counselling on the core conditions of empathy, unconditional positive regard and congruence, is a reference to a study that explored therapists’ experiences of remote counselling two years after the announcement of the pandemic. The study involved semi-structured interviews with ten therapists, four emerging themes, with one of these themes being the benefits of remote psychotherapy. According to this study, a benefit of remote psychotherapy is that the essence of therapy is preserved, in that the client’s openness and trust in the counsellor remains unaffected (Werbart et al., 2024). This is suggestive that the core conditions of unconditional positive regard and congruence are still able to be demonstrated to the client. A limitation of this study, however, is that the therapists were recruited via Facebook groups, therefore therapists who do not use social media are not represented and perhaps it’s reasonable to wonder if the mindset of a therapist, who does not engage in social media, differs from someone who does engage in social media with regards to remote working. 


This leads the discussion on to consider the essence of the core conditions of unconditional positive regard and congruence. The theory suggests that communicating unconditional positive regard, the acceptance the therapist has of the client, will effect change (Wilkins, 2000). The verbal communication of this attitude can be done remotely so it can be argued this core condition has been impacted less than the other core conditions by the remote environment. Congruence can be explained in terms of one’s inner and outer worlds being in alignment, whilst remaining present in one’s body (Grafanaki, 2013). Although this study suggests that congruence is unaffected by the remote environment, now the definition of congruence has been revisited here, this appears debatable. The definition of congruence includes presence, with physical presence being unachievable online. The psychotherapeutic encounter is deeply embodied by broad agreement so the disembodied remote encounter potentially leads to loss of information and the ability for emotional regulation to take place (Padfield, 2021). The remote therapeutic encounter lacks the presence needed for congruence but why is physical proximity so important? 

Human beings are social beings, therefore people are literally hardwired for communication and connection to take place through physical proximity, with this physical proximity achieving co-regulation (Padfield, 2021). The importance of this emotional regulation is that it is needed for mental well-being (Padfield, 2021). Important factors of co-regulation are facial expression and tone of voice, with a human being’s nervous system paying particular attention to both of these aspects of another (Padfield, 2021). 
Arguably, these facial expressions and tone of voice can go a miss in a remote environment i.e. counselling over the telephone or a delayed connection during counselling over a video-call. 

On top of the concept of physical proximity being needed for well-being in general, is the key concept of self-psychology – the presence of others is essential for the self to develop and to be maintained, with this development and maintenance not being achievable if the self is in isolation (Padfield, 2021). It could be argued that the lack of physical presence in remote counselling is allowing for the client’s self to be in isolation, with this impacting the client’s ability to develop and achieve change i.e. the essence of being in counselling.  

Moving the discussion along from unconditional positive regard and congruence to empathy. When the therapist experiences empathy, she/he is not only understanding but also feeling the emotions and state of mind of the client (Egan, 2021). A study consisting of twenty-three clients, who engaged in both remote and in-person therapeutic sessions, explored the amount of empathy between the therapist and the client in the differing settings. The result of the study is that clients perceive their therapist as significantly more empathic in the remote setting, unlike their counsellors’ perception (Sperandeo et al., 2021). One of the reasons to explain the increased capacity for empathy in the remote setting is during a video session, a therapist is able to observe herself, therefore increasing self-awareness of her behavior i.e. facial expressions (Sperandeo et al., 2021). 

A strength of this study is that the result of increased empathy in the remote setting is from a client perception, with this being important as client empathic perception represents a more accurate version of the empathic relationship, with this empathic relationship usually predicting a good therapeutic outcome (Sperandeo et al., 2021). A limitation of this study, however, is that it took place during the pandemic so the in-person sessions were carried out with masks on and social distancing being adhered to so clients could not see their therapist’s facial expressions during the in-person sessions but were able to do so during the online sessions, which could explain the findings. The in-person sessions are not typically carried out in this nature in today’s climate so it could be argued that this study is less relevant to consideration of the impact of remote counselling on therapeutic concepts in 2025. 

An online survey was undertaken nine months into the pandemic, live from November 2020 and closed in February 2021, with the purpose of understanding counsellors’ perceptions and experiences of working remotely during the COVID-19 pandemic. The survey was qualitative, was participated in by five hundred and ninety therapists, most of which are UK-based. The result of the survey was seven themes, three specifically addressing online therapy with individual adult clients. One of these themes is the challenge of maintaining the therapeutic frame, with remote practice giving more insight into clients’ homes and lives, which could be argued that this increases empathy, for example, being shown where a client self-harms instead of solely being told the narrative. Another of these themes is how remote therapy changes the relational aspect of the work, with the counselling being less relational and the therapist having to work harder to maintain an emotional connection, with this suggesting reduced empathy (Full et al., 2024). 
From this survey, the consensus regarding remote empathy is slightly more ambiguous. A limitation of this study is it took place when there was no choice as to where therapy took place so there is no comparison to empathy being experiencing in in-person sessions. 

An evident benefit of the difficulty in maintaining the therapeutic frame whilst online is the increased insight into client’s homes and lives, arguably contributing to the therapist’s ability to empathize with the client’s emotions when the therapist can visually see aspects of the client’s narrative that are fundamentally linked to these emotions. Although this does seem advantageous for increasing empathy, ultimately a therapist’s empathic attunement is closely linked with the unspoken aspects of the therapeutic relationship that are embodied, namely the tone of voice, eye contact and facial expressions, therefore the disembodied nature of remote therapy at a minimum, requires the therapist to work harder at maintaining the empathic attunement (Padfield, 2021). With this consideration to the minimum impact on empathic attunement, would it be fair to think about the other end of the spectrum? Is the maximum impact of remote therapy a diminished empathic immersion? 







SECTION FOUR – THE THERAPEUTIC AND SUPERVISORY RELATIONSHIPS IN REMOTE COUNSELLING 

Although one universal definition of the therapeutic relationship does not exist, it appears to be referring to the connection established between the therapist and the client, in a working environment (Green and Claringbull, 2010). There is evidence that closely links the therapeutic relationship with successful counselling (Horvath, 2006). It’s the relationship that heals, therefore establishing a digital relationship is crucial, with it being suggested that the therapeutic relationship can be established remotely (Werbart, 2025). Over ten years ago, pre-pandemic, the literature was reviewed, with a small collection of studies demonstrating that the therapeutic relationship online is capable of being equivalent to that in-person (Richards and Vigano, 2013). 

With the pre-pandemic literature review suggesting the therapeutic relationship is comparable in remote and in-person therapy, is the current research unchanged on this opinion post-pandemic? The conclusion of a recent research study including 826 practicing therapists is that therapists feel significantly less present in remote psychotherapy, they perceive the real relationship to be impacted but they don’t believe the therapeutic relationship is affected, suggesting the therapeutic relationship is maintained in a conventional manner (Aafjes-Van Doorn et al., 2024). 

A strength of this study is unlike previous research, it took place at the tail end of the pandemic, meaning that the conclusion is not influenced by the stress of the pandemic or the forced transition to be in a remote environment. A limitation, however, is that most therapists in this study are white, female and from North America so the sample of therapists is not diverse. 

To challenge this point of view of the therapeutic relationship being comparable in both environments, consideration will be given to the client’s perception of what the therapeutic relationship entails. A review into thirteen research studies on this topic found the emergence of four themes, with each core condition appearing in three of these (Noyce and Simpson, 2018). With empathy, congruence and unconditional positive regard contributing to the majority of the therapeutic relationship from the client perspective, are these apparent to the same degree remotely? 

A study exploring five psychodynamic therapists’ experiences of forced transition to remote psychotherapy from in-person over the year following the start of the pandemic suggests that the loss of the therapy room and the access that the physical space gives to the non-verbal nuances reduces a therapist’s ability to empathise with what the client speaks about, therefore weaking the therapeutic relationship (Ahlstrom et al., 2022). The limitations of this study, however, are: the low number of participants providing the data, all participants were recruited from Facebook groups and the results cannot be generalised to therapists who practice different modalities to the psychodynamic approach. 


If the therapist’s ability to empathise with what the client speaks about is reduced in the remote environment, it could be argued that the remote setting also impacts the ability to achieve relational depth because this concept involves empathy (along with congruence and unconditional regard) being experienced by the therapist in high and consistent levels, and the client acknowledges these conditions congruently (Mearns and Cooper, 2017). The importance of relational depth is that it can be argued that the success of counselling is linked closer to relational depth at one moment in therapy, as opposed to the overall therapeutic relationship (Mearns and Cooper, 2017). 

[bookmark: _Hlk196417093]Moving along from the therapeutic relationship to explore the supervisory relationship and the impact moving between in-person to online has had on this relationship. A qualitative study with the aim of gaining further understanding of online supervision from a therapist’s perspective asked the question, ‘What are the opinions and experiences of psychological counsellor about supervision?’ The four themes emerging from this question are: the role of the supervisor (which appears to be a teacher role, having a positive effect), the supervision process (to include discussing ethical issues), feedback from the supervisor and the number of participants in the group. These findings lead to the conclusion that online supervision is perceived as similar to face-to-face supervision (Amanvermez, 2020).  




Although perceived as similar to face-to-face supervision on the whole, online supervision has its strengths and drawbacks. The third question of the study is, ‘What are the opinions and experiences of psychological counsellors about supervision and peer supervision provided in online environments?’ The significance of this question is it is specifically asking the question that this section of the critique aims to answer. The results of the question are the strengths and drawbacks of the online environment for supervision. The advantages of the online environment are the practical aspects of not needing to use the time and travel the distance to commute to a face-to-face meeting, therefore the remote environment has less limitations than in-person supervision (Amanvermez et al., 2020).

A drawback of online supervision is the technical difficulties i.e. losing contact and connection, with this interruption affecting the process negatively             (Amanvermez et al., 2020). Another drawback is the distraction component of the remote environment i.e. being distracted and doing something else on the computer whilst in front of it originally for supervision purposes (Amanvermez et al., 2020). 

To summarize the online supervisory relationship, it appears reasonable to conclude that the online environment has not impacted the supervisory relationship, with the strengths and drawbacks of the online environment on supervision being consistent with the benefits and limitations of the remote setting in general terms. 


A drawback of the online environment which is specific to the supervisory relationship, however, is the problem in communicating feedback provided by the supervisors i.e. the lack of physical contact can lead to the delivery of feedback being received as more hurtful e.g. the lack of a smile (Amanvermez et al., 2020). A limitation to this research is the six participants are young (twenty-seven years old or younger) with the significance of this being it could be argued that these therapists are more familiar with online tools than older therapists, therefore the conclusion is not representative of the diversity within the therapist population. Another limitation to this research is it was undertaken in Turkey so arguably it should be applied within a Turkish context. 












CONCLUSION  

To conclude, this critique has considered the practical aspects of remote counselling from an ethical stance. A fundamental ethical issue with remote counselling is technology failing and software being hacked, which could lead to a breach in client’s privacy, confidentiality and security (Stoll, Muller and Trachsel, 2020). Having said this, a practical aspect of the remote environment which has got ethical significance is the increased accessibility, flexibility and availability of counselling which provides opportunity for people with diverse characteristics and locations, with it being unethical for these people not to be given the opportunity to engage in therapy. 

Sticking with the practicality aspect of the remote counselling environment but progressing to considering practice-based skills was the second section of the critique, which seems to be impacted negatively. Counselling interventions appear to have been adapted in a remote setting – verbal communication is more important, the physical distance is used as an intervention and the interventions encompass new opportunities such as the client taking the therapist with them. Regarding the physical distance, it appears to be contributing to disinhibition, and this disinhibition contributing to higher levels of self-disclosure (Richards and Vigano, 2013). 

The practical aspects of remote counselling appear to impact the therapeutic process positively and negatively. 
The analysis moved on from this to consider the less practical aspects of counselling and how the remote environment has impacted the core conditions, the therapeutic relationship and the supervisory relationship. Unconditional positive regard appears to be least impacted by the remote environment whilst the lack of embodied presence appears to impact congruence and empathy. 

Consideration was given to the literature regarding the therapeutic relationship from pre-pandemic and post-pandemic with both periods suggesting that the relationship is comparable in an online environment to in-person. This concept was challenged because the loss of the therapy room, with the access that the physical space gives to the non-verbal nuances, reduces a therapist’s ability to empathise with what the client speaks about, therefore weaking the therapeutic relationship (Ahlstrom et al., 2022). The online supervisory relationship was considered and perceived as similar to the face-to-face supervisory relationship (Amanvermez, 2020). Similarly to the therapeutic relationship, this concept was challenged – the lack of physical contact can lead to the delivery of feedback by supervisors being received as more hurtful e.g. the lack of a smile (Amanvermez et al., 2020). 

Although acknowledgment can be given to the positive impacts that remote counselling has on the practical sides of counselling, the lack of physical proximity and presence, results in reduced access to the non-verbal nuances and empathic immersion, which is a limitation to the therapeutic process. Ultimately, the soul cannot be transmitted through screens. 
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