






Critically evaluate the impact of remote and hybrid counselling and supervision on therapeutic practice: focus on sex and relationship therapy.
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Introduction. 
The popularity of the delivery of counselling and supervision through the use of webcams and telephone calls from the comfort of your own home or a space in which you feel comfortable, has dramatically increased in demand since the COVID-19 pandemic in 2020, which forced counsellors, clients and supervisors to work remotely to obtain and deliver much needed counselling sessions (Tyrell, Bucci and Berry, 2025). However, even before the pandemic, remote and hybrid counselling was an area in which research found significantly positive results of counselling through this method (Connolly et al., 2020). Accrediting bodies such as the National Counselling and Psychotherapy Society (NCPS) and the British Association for Counselling and Psychotherapy (BACP) have recognised and embraced the shift towards hybrid models of practice, incorporating both in-person and remote counselling methods (Dunn and Wilson, 2021). 
While remote counselling and supervision became the most effective and necessary method for continued practice during the pandemic, it is important to critically assess whether it remains relevant, effective, and ethically sound in the post-pandemic era. As the world moves beyond the crisis, questions around the sustainability of remote work, its impact on therapeutic relationships, and its alignment with ethical guidelines need to be carefully examined. This essay will critically evaluate the effectiveness of counselling and supervision through the use of remote and hybrid modalities through four key areas: the core conditions, practice-based skills, the therapeutic and supervisory relationship, and ethical and technical considerations, including exploring any advantages or disadvantages for the client, counsellor or supervisor.
Within the context of sex and relationship therapy, remote and hybrid counselling introduces specific considerations due to the sensitive and often stigmatised nature of the issues discussed. Clients presenting with concerns related to sexual health, intimacy, or relational difficulties may require a different approach to remote counselling due to high levels of trust and a safe therapeutic environment. While remote sessions can offer increased psychological safety due to accessing it from the client's safe place and perceived anonymity, they may also present challenges for counsellors due to the inability to respond to embodied cues and establishing a strong therapeutic presence. These considerations will be critically examined throughout the essay, providing a unique perspective in relation to sex and relationship therapy and what that means for individuals and couples who access counselling. 
Core conditions in remote counselling and supervision. 
Carl Rogers (1957) developed three core conditions that he believed were pivotal components that contributed towards a successful therapeutic relationship, these include Congruence, Empathy and Unconditional Positive Regard (UPR) (Krikorian, 2022). Congruence is the authenticity of the counsellor, Rogers believed that when a counsellor is transparent and real, honest with the client, then they will reflect the same genuine behaviour and trust with the counsellor. Empathy is where the counsellor has a deep understanding of the client's emotions and experiences and can reflect those emotions and perspectives to the client, to help the client feel heard and understood by the counsellor. The third core condition is UPR, which is where the counsellor has a non-judgmental acceptance of the client, no matter what they say or behave, creating a safe space without fear or rejection for the client. The core conditions are also the foundation for supervision, helping the counsellor be open and honest about their work with their clients, to identify areas of growth and reflection. 
The National Counselling and Psychotherapy Society (NCPS) and British Association for Counselling and Psychotherapy (BACP) both state in their Ethical guidelines the importance of maintaining the ethical principles and upholding the use of the core conditions whilst working online (BACP, 2018; NCPS, 2024). However, there are challenges in incorporating the core conditions when working online during counselling or supervision, due to elements such as being in separate ‘spaces’ and being limited to viewing the other person from a small rectangle on a screen.
 Empathy is translatable through remote counselling, however with the lack of non-verbal ques the tone of voice and verbal reflection may need to be increased or adjusted to make up for this, alongside increased checking in with the client that there is understanding between them that what has been shared has been interpreted correctly (Leuchtenberg, Gromer and Käthner, 2022). Sperandeo et al. (2021) conducted a study comparing results from clients who had accessed counselling through in-person and remote counselling and found that clients reported having experienced more empathy online than they did in person. Other results found that empathy was still present via remote counselling, however, it was not delivered the same way as in-person counselling. Congruence is vital when developing a therapeutic relationship with a client, and working online may affect this due to technological barriers or the environment that either side is in. However, studies have noted that expressing these limitations and being honest about how they affect the counsellor or supervisor as much as the client helps build mutual understanding and connection (Barker and Barker, 2021). Remote counselling enables clients to access counselling from the familiarity of their own home, which can enhance feelings of psychological safety and comfort. This has, in some cases, been associated with a greater expression of unconditional positive regard (UPR), as clients may feel more at ease disclosing sensitive issues in their own environment. Both counsellors and supervisors have observed that clients often open up more easily during remote sessions than they might in person. However, working online also requires practitioners to be more intentional when collaborating with clients, being more aware of their tone of voice and subtle facial expressions to ensure the client does not feel judged or misunderstood. In hybrid working, therapists may need to adapt their expression of the core conditions, depending on whether it is online or in person. For example, congruence may be easier to convey in person, while empathy may require more verbal clarity during remote sessions. Moving between the focus of the two can affect the consistency with which these conditions are experienced (Harrison and Wright, 2020). 
Whether the core conditions play a significant part in the success of remote counselling or supervision is still an area that is being developed through research, recognising that remote and hybrid counselling is gaining popularity due to its success in building a therapeutic relationship and producing positive outcomes online, similarly to that of counselling in-person (Davis et al., 2023; Doorn et al., 2024).
In the context of sex and relationship therapy, working online brings a different perspective and challenges in regards to maintaining the three core conditions, Due to the sensitive and often stigmatised nature of the subject matter, clients discussing issues such as sexual dysfunction, shame, intimacy concerns, or relational conflict may feel particularly vulnerable, making the therapeutic environment's safety and trust essential. The College of Sexual and Relationship Therapy (COSRT) have their own code of ethics for sex and relationship therapy and states the importance of maintaining the core conditions during remote and hybrid therapy (Spencer, 2022). Similarly, as discussed above, Empathy plays a significant role during sex and relationship therapy, with an increased need when accessed remotely and the need for increased emotional check-ins and affirmations with the client. Congruence is an important component of sex and relationship therapy, as the client will be discussing more intimate and sensitive thoughts and emotions and may have a heightened fear of rejection or judgment from the therapist, as they are limited to facial expressions and tone of voice as a reaction to what has been shared, meaning the therapist must be more aware of how they react. Like congruence, UPR will lead to the client feeling safe, accepted and not judged by the therapist. However, a limitation to working online is technical issues and glitches, which, if they occur at a delicate or personal moment during therapy, may impact the client’s willingness to open up. This all becomes more challenging when working with couples as a part of sex and relationship therapy. The therapist must navigate multiple relational dynamics while offering balanced empathy, congruence, and UPR to each individual. This becomes more challenging in remote sessions, where limited access to visual and spatial cues from the individuals involved (Pridmore and Langan, 2022).
Whilst the core conditions remain just as important in sex and relationship therapy as it does in individual counselling, their effective expression in online sex and relationship therapy requires heightened sensitivity, adaptability, and intention due to the sensitive and taboo nature of the potential conversations and the inclusion of couples. 


Practice-based skills in remote work. 
Recognising that counselling online is potentially as effective as in-person when the basic core conditions are applied towards the development of the therapeutic relationship lends researchers valuable information and furthers the productive development of delivering effective counselling online. Studies identified that the delivery of the core conditions had to be altered to work more efficiently online with the client and during supervision, which leans towards the idea that online counselling and supervision are different in regards to the delivery and foundation of the sessions and other areas of counselling too need to be altered to transpire as effectively online. This would include practice-based skills that would be used within the counselling room in person, such as active listening, pauses and silence for the client to fill, vocal emphasis, body language and embodied awareness, grounding and meditation, role play and experimentation and the use of tools, diagrams, physical items (stones, sand, shells). Hybrid working also demands flexibility in how skills are applied during either online or in-person sessions, with some interventions working better in person, such as certain creative or body-based techniques, while others translate well online. Therapists may find the need to re-contract or adjust their approach, depending on the setting in which they are working.
Asri et al. (2020) conducted an in-depth literature review of twenty-five articles, from all over the world, studying the effect of practice-based skills and how transferable they are to online counselling. They found that counselling skills are transferable to working remotely with a client, however, some skills needed to be adapted to be conveyed more effectively by the client, such as leaving silence for the client to fill. Clients may assume that there was a connection or technical issue, which is why the counsellor is silent. They found that counsellors used more physical acknowledgement that they were listening, such as head nodding or smiling, and used more facial expressions to convey that they were still there and listening. Another theme found was that of computer literacy. Counsellors would require a greater understanding of computers and how to manage technical issues to maintain the therapeutic relationship with the client whilst working online to convey to the client that they are safe and trust the counsellor. It was concluded that training and further research are required for counsellors to work effectively online. 
Gheorghe, Tarshis and Asakura (2023) conducted a similar systematic literature review on counsellors' experiences of working online versus in-person and found that ‘containing’ a client's trauma or feelings was difficult to maintain through a screen and reported that grounding and self-regulation exercises contributed to this difficulty due to being limited to viewing the client through a screen and holding and creating that safe space for the client to share and feel secure. Grounding and similar embodied exercises can be utilised however, the effectiveness is different from with in-person counselling, with counsellors significantly mentioning the feeling of ‘disconnection’ with their client. Some participants stated that to overcome this, they would ask the client more often where and if they felt anything in their body to overcompensate for the lack of visual bodily cues from the client, and it was somewhat successful, but felt disjointed. 
Sex and relationship therapy share many of the same limitations found in general counselling when sessions are conducted online, particularly when working with more than one client, as in couples therapy. Therapists often overcome these challenges by adapting skills-based practices in similar ways to those used in standard online counselling. However, there is growing recognition that many clients respond more openly in remote sessions, a dynamic often attributed to the disinhibition effect (Velten et al., 2024). The physical distance between therapist and client can create a greater sense of psychological safety, which may be especially helpful for individuals discussing shame-based or stigmatised sexual issues such as kink, sexual identity, or infidelity. At the same time, this increased vulnerability requires therapists to be particularly mindful of containment, emotional pacing, and grounding strategies, especially when working with clients who disclose experiences of sexual trauma (Vowels and Sever, 2023). Embodied responses and non-verbal cues, which are vital in sex and relationship therapy, can be harder to perceive through a screen. To compensate, therapists may invite clients to describe bodily sensations or emotional shifts more explicitly (Gheorghe, Tarshis and Asakura, 2023). Creative methods to overcome any disconnection between clients, couple and therapist, such as screen sharing psychoeducational tools such as the PLISSIT model (Permission, Limited information, Specific suggestions, Intensive therapy) intimacy diagrams, or sending secure resources in advance, can support engagement and bridge the gap between therapist and client to maintain therapeutic depth. These visual aids also help clients understand the structure and focus of the session more clearly (Tuncer and Oskay, 2021).
Collectively, there is a significant response regarding online counselling and the application of practice-based skills that would be used in-person and whilst working remotely with clients. There are limitations to the transference of certain skills, such as the use of silence and the ability to use embodied processes, however, they can be altered and adapted to work more effectively online, with further research and training needed to further improve the effectiveness of online counselling in the future. 

Therapeutic and supervisory relationship. 
Whilst there is evidence to suggest that remote counselling is a viable and effective delivery of counselling through the transference of the core conditions and practice-based skills that are used during face-to-face counselling, with accommodations and slight adjustments, whether or not the Therapeutic alliance (TA) is still achievable and to the same level of in-person counselling, is a much debated topic with research exploring the effect of the TA through a computer screen. Bordin (1979) proposed that the TA is based on three components: shared goals between the counsellor and client, agreement on the tasks needed to achieve those goals, and the bond between the client and counsellor. He believed the three components were interdependent, and if one were to weaken or become damaged, for example, the client loses trust in the counsellor, the TA could be negatively affected. Like the previous sections suggested, Bordin’s model could be applied when working online. Flückiger et al., (2018), in a meta-analysis of over 30,000 participants, found that while in-person counselling scored higher for TA, online therapy still rated the alliance as Cabré (2022) found that both clients and counsellors reported stronger alliance development in in-person settings. However, these findings do not discount the possibility of a robust TA being formed online; rather, they highlight the need for intentional effort and flexibility in virtual environments. 
Relational depth refers to moments of deep connection between client and therapist, where both experience a sense of genuine presence and mutual understanding. In remote therapy, achieving this depth can be more challenging due to the physical distance and limited access to non-verbal cues. However, some therapists report that relational depth is still possible through careful application, consistent presence, and encouraging clients to articulate their emotional and somatic experiences in more detail. Moving between in-person and online sessions could disrupt or strengthen relational dynamics, depending on the client or supervisee’s needs. Some clients may find the consistency of either mode of counselling safer, while others appreciate the flexibility hybrid work offers (Cooper, 2021).
Regarding Sex and relationship therapy, building a strong and stable TA with the client or clients is just as essential, if not more so, than standard counselling due to the nature of the topics that will be shared, such as shame, trauma, and abuse. As previously mentioned, this type of therapy may benefit from being conducted via a computer due to the disinhibition effect (Velten et al., 2024), not every client will benefit from the absence of an embodied presence or subtle non-verbal cues that help foster relational depth. The screen can sometimes create a sense of emotional distance, making it more challenging for therapists to cultivate moments of deep, mutual engagement (Costa, Manão and Pascoal, 2023). 
Supervisory Relationship. 
The Supervisory relationship is much like the therapeutic connection between client and counsellor, where there must be a foundation of trust, mutual respect, and open communication. This may be impacted when working completely online or a hybrid approach, due to the physical absence of one another, which can limit informal relational cues, such as body language, that often help create a sense of safety and rapport. Collaborating with a newer counsellor may be another limiting factor to rapport building with the Supervisor online, as they may lack confidence and need that relationship with the supervisor to maintain that and build them up or motivate them with their clients. The lack of embodied relational feedback with online supervision could contribute to uncertainty, isolation, or impostor syndrome. Supervisors must therefore work more consciously to build relational depth and psychological safety when working online, particularly with those still developing their therapeutic identity as they play a key role in modelling for the supervisee to manage their clients online and in person (Rønnestad, Orlinsky and Willutzki, 2024). 
 However, remote and hybrid supervision holds many advantages, especially for counsellors who seek specialised supervisors, such as sex and relationship therapy and may not have access to where they live. Other benefits include a greater flexibility of schedule, reduced transport time to supervision, and greater access to immediate help if the counsellor needs emotional or professional support which means less time the counsellor has to sit with negative emotions which could have a knock-on effect in their work or personal life (Ray et al., 2020).   
Ethical and technical considerations. 
As counselling continues to evolve beyond the restrictions of the pandemic, ethical and technical issues have become an important part of working remotely or in a hybrid format. While this way of working brings greater flexibility and accessibility, it also raises challenges that therapists must be prepared for, particularly around confidentiality, consent, and the reliability of technology. In online and hybrid sessions, it is often necessary to be more intentional and transparent about ethical boundaries and practical expectations. This becomes even more important when working with highly sensitive topics, such as sexual trauma or intimacy issues, where safety, trust, and privacy are crucial. The BACP (2018) and NCPS (2024) both highlight the need for secure platforms, clear contracting, and therapists working within their competence when offering remote services. As remote practice becomes a more popular choice for counselling, these considerations must be part of everyday counselling and supervision. 
Technical challenges are a main drawback to working remotely; both the client and the counsellor must have some basic knowledge about how computers and the programs that the counsellor will use to contact the client work (BACP, 2018). This may mean that a client will require extra support in accessing counselling this way, through written or verbal instruction, training or an in-person tutorial. Connection issues, lag, sound, or image issues can be a major limitation to remote counselling, as it is something that cannot be controlled. If it happens regularly, it can negatively impact the therapeutic relationship and effectiveness of the session through the disruption of the flow and core conditions being applied. The setting in which the client and counsellor or supervisor work is also a consideration for the effectiveness of remote counselling. Both spaces need to be safe, quiet, and free from distractions for the best therapeutic outcome, especially when working with trauma, intense emotions, or couples with conflict issues (NCPS, 2024). 
 From a confidentiality and safety standpoint, the environment in which either party works is essential to maintain privacy when sharing their thoughts and feelings (BACP, 2018). Ensuring the client is safe to speak and on their own whilst in counselling remotely promotes the core conditions and the development of the TA, for example if the client is in an abusive relationship and their partner is nearby or in the room listening, what the client responds with will be affected in fear of repercussions from what they say. The counsellor will need to be aware of this too in order not to say something that may become harmful for the client in that environment. Previous contracting or further communication will be needed in that situation to keep the client safe, such as emails or the use of a safe word to alert the counsellor that they are not alone. In sex and relationship therapy, the safety of the environment is also important when sharing intimate issues such as kink or sexual abuse (Spencer, 2022). How the information from the sessions is stored would need to be in line with General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR) guidelines to ensure the safety and protection of the client's personal information. This would require any information stored and the platforms used for the sessions to be GDPR compliant and encrypted (Knibbs and Hibberd, 2023). 
Informed consent and contracting would need to be implemented at the beginning of the therapeutic relationship to ensure the client is aware of the changes that will arise when working and alternating between online and in-person with hybrid counselling, to maintain the TA (BACP,2024). 
Ethical guidelines set by the BACP and the NCPS both stress the importance for the need of the counsellor and supervisor to undergo training in working remotely or in a hybrid setting, to ensure the clients safety and skills to manage trauma and what measures to take when the client shares anything that triggers safe guarding measures and how to keep their safety when they are not with you physically. This is especially crucial when working as a sex and relationship therapist, training, and up-to-date education on how to manage topics of sexual trauma, risky behaviour or working with couples that are in conflict (Spencer, 2022). 




Conclusion. 
The transition to hybrid and remote models of counselling and supervision has significantly altered the landscape of therapeutic practice. While research shows that core conditions such as empathy, congruence, and unconditional positive regard can be effectively delivered online, their application requires thoughtful adaptation to maintain therapeutic depth. Practice-based skills, including active listening, embodied presence, and creative interventions, are transferable but often need to be tailored to suit the limitations and possibilities of digital formats. For example, the strategic use of silence or body-based techniques must be adjusted to accommodate the reduced sensory feedback available through a screen (Asri et al., 2020).
In both therapeutic and supervisory relationships, the absence of physical presence may impact relational depth, particularly when working with sensitive issues such as trauma or abuse, or with newer practitioners. However, the flexibility and accessibility of remote and hybrid work also offer significant advantages, such as reaching clients who may not be able to travel for in-person counselling or accessing specialist supervision. Sex and relationship therapy, in particular, highlights both the benefits and complexities of remote work (Vowels and Sever, 2023). Clients may feel more able to disclose intimate or shame-based concerns in the privacy of their own home, supported by the disinhibition effect, whilst therapists must remain attentive to containment, safety, and maintaining the therapeutic alliance in the absence of non-verbal cues (Velten et al., 2024).
Ethical and technical considerations are essential in ensuring client safety and therapeutic effectiveness. Therapists must use secure platforms, follow GDPR guidelines, and clearly contract with clients, particularly when navigating the additional complexities of hybrid work. Ongoing professional development and supervision are vital in maintaining competence, particularly when working with trauma or high-risk issues (NCPS, 2024).
Ultimately, hybrid and remote counselling, including supervision, is effective in developing and delivering an effective therapeutic alliance which achieves mutual goals. Whilst in-person counselling is deemed more effective than remote counselling, remote and hybrid therapy is effective and reaches groups of people who would otherwise not attend therapy due to ability issues or distance to travel, it also allows a flexibility of scheduling for appointments that in-person lacks (Connolly et al., 2020. 
The core conditions and therapeutic skills require a deepened capacity for relational flexibility, creativity, and ethical awareness when working online, which is not a limitation but is a strength as it further develops the counsellors' and supervisors' ability for relational depth, which may benefit future therapeutic relationships remotely and in-person. As the profession evolves, practitioners must remain reflective and adaptive, ensuring that therapeutic integrity is upheld across all modalities, with further research being needed to explore and improve the therapeutic alliance online for the future. 
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