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 A premise
All over the world, therapists have been 

using an online therapeutic setting for a 
few years now, but it really depends on 
the local culture and the degree of digital-
ization of the different countries.

The widespread usage of social net-
works in the last decade and the rev-
olution that was web 2.0 has deeply 
changed the work and life habits of mil-

lions of people. It is considerably easier 
now to find people who can communi-
cate through Skype with their relatives 
on the other side of the world, use 
Whatsapp even without adequate digital 
literacy and meet on Facebook, Tinder, 
or whichever new meeting app. We em-
ploy social networks to reunite with fam-
ily, make new friends, have sex and buy 
all kinds of things. 

This paper describes how the 2020 covid-19 pandemic forced group therapists to exper-
iment with telepsychology in order to conduct online group therapy sessions. This experi-
ment, although implemented out of need, revealed itself rich in stimuli and opportunities. The 
paper includes an account of the clinical experience developed within the PerFormat Salute 
network of practice centers, which hosts over 60 TA therapy groups across Italy. Among 
the most interesting aspects taken into account are the new ways our clients express their 
emotions and manifest their bodily presence in an online group therapy setting.
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In this context, telemedicine has im-
proved significantly over the years, pro-
viding better access to health care servic-
es to many people and communities with 
geographical barriers. Online psychology 
and psychotherapeutic treatment have 
had for many years their own specific 
protocols and consensus from scientific 
associations and health care insurance 
companies. Groups are among the lat-
est forms of therapy to be accepted and 
tested without contraindications, even 
though, obviously, it depends on the 
technological systems that can guaran-
tee at once security and efficiency. 

In the English-speaking world and the 
United States, this type of experience is 
more well-established, as are the legal 
and ethical protocols related to the use 
of the Internet in psychotherapy. In Eu-
rope, interest in this field has emerged 
only recently, and the circumstances of 
the 2020 pandemic forced all clients and 
therapists to approach the world of tele-
medicine and online psychology. 

In an interesting article published in the 
third edition of Fehr’s (2019) handbook on 
group therapy, Shari Baron (2019) traces 
the history of the American cultural con-
text, in which great associations such as 
APA and the group therapy association 
worked together to delineate the ethical 
and legal protocols of online therapy. In 
her definition:

Telepsychology describes individual or 
group practice consisting of ongoing syn-
chronous or asynchronous conversations 

in which the client, therapist and other 
group members are in separate or remote 
locations and utilize electronic means to 
communicate with each other (Baron, 
2019).

In the English-speaking world, great at-
tention has been given to the legal and 
ethical issues arising from these new 
types of setting. The APA has defined 
since 2013 the framework in which thera-
pist have to operate and the concerns that 
must be paramount in tele-psychology.  
While we are writing, the coronavirus out-
break has taken the world by storm, with 
dire consequences on everyone’s lives 
— among these, in Italy as in many other 
parts of the world, lockdown, suspension 
of all social gatherings and mandatory 
social distancing. An aftereffect of these 
restrictive measures is the change in 
how psychotherapy is carried out, since 
the only way it can be practiced at the 
present moment is online, through the dif-
ferent video conferencing and chat plat-
forms offered by the Internet. Therapists 
and patients alike have had to deal with 
this new setting, which, given the present 
circumstances, is the only way to allow 
the meeting to be a safe space and a se-
cure opportunity for treatment.

Group therapy represented the real 
challenge in these strange times. Many 
therapists suspended their clinical group 
activity thinking that social distancing 
would be a brief, temporary measure, 
and that all practices and clinics would 
have soon reopened.
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Unfortunately that was not the case, 
and social gatherings are still forbidden 
as we write.

As certified TSTA professionals, in our 
centres in Tuscany and the rest of Italy we 
promote and supervise more than sixty 
therapy groups led by an equal number 
of therapists, and in the animated discus-
sions of the first few weeks of emergency 
we chose to start right away experiment-
ing with online group therapy. 

Several American associations, in time, 
produced some studies and documents 
about tele-medecine and the use of inter-
net in psychotherapy (AMA, 2000; APA, 
1997 and 2012; ATA, 2009a, 2009b, 
2010). 

As early as 2012, in a research about 
videoconference in psychotherapy, Back-
haus, Agha and Maglione stated:

The results indicate that VCP is feasible, 
has been used in a variety of therapeutic 
formats and with diverse populations, is 
generally associated with good user sat-
isfaction, and is found to have similar clin-
ical outcomes to traditional face-to-face 
psychotherapy (Backhaus, Agha and 
Maglione, 2012). 

In Italy, however, the digitalisation pro-
cess of many activities is still very much 
behind compared to the USA and many 

1  For more on this see: https://ec.europa.eu/digital-single-market/en/desi (last accessed 22/06/20)
2  CNOP, the Italian National Council of the Order of Psychologists, created a database on its website to find a 
psychologist online for the first time on March 24th, 2020. 
See: https://www.psy.it/psicologionline-la-professione-psicologica-a-disposizione-dei-cittadini.html (last accessed 20/10/20)

European countries, in regards to both 
the technological resources and social 
acceptance of it1. In light of this, we have 
indeed encountered a fair amount of re-
sistance from patients and therapists 
alike2. 

At the beginning, the patients’ most 
frequent objections were: I don’t have 
an internet connection at home, how do 
I isolate myself from my family and have 
enough privacy to join the therapy ses-
sion? I’m not good with technology, I 
think it’s a very cold way to communicate.

From the therapists’ point of view, the 
most common objections were: I cannot 
see my patients clearly, I can’t see their 
whole bodies, I can’t connect emotionally 
with them, I’m not good with technology, 
if somebody refuses this change of set-
ting I won’t be able to move forward.

While supervising, we examined the 
different objections by patients and thera-
pists and we found that often they turned 
out to be what in TA is called a “double 
contamination”, resulting in prejudices 
and phobias. 

A Parent contamination of the Adult 
results in prejudices and generalisations, 
such as the belief that in order to com-
municate effectively it is necessary to see 
each other in person. A Child contami-
nation of the Adult results in illusions and 
phobias, for example, with respect to the 
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Internet or that “magical object” that is a 
smartphone and its videocalls. This way, 
as it were, patients who thought they did 
not have an internet connection, in many 
cases had a smartphone and a telephone 
plan with several gigabytes of data which, 
until that moment, they had used exclu-
sively for things such as Facebook and 
other social media that now enjoy a high 
degree of popularity in Italy across all gen-
erations. Our recommendation to ther-
apists was that they talk to their patients 
— suggesting they download a video con-
ferencing app — and that 
they organise a trial group, 
supported by a group chat 
on a messaging app, to be 
used in case of technical 
difficulties. In the space of 
two weeks, everyone ac-
quired the knowledge and 
competences needed to 
make or join video calls, and 
thus, we reinstated group 
therapy sessions, as per the 
original schedule. At that 
point, therapists were very 
surprised to notice that all 
groups had resumed their 
scheduled activities with an insignificant 
percentage of premature terminations 
and with some interesting differences. We 
were expecting to lead emotional support 
groups to face fears related to the pan-
demic, social distancing and anxiety due 
to the incumbent economic crisis, and of 
course these were common discussion 
topics, but what was truly surprising was 

seeing emotional interactions that were 
deeper and more intense than we had im-
agined. Behind the apparent barrier of a 
computer screen or a smartphone, people 
share their day-to-day fears with intense 
emotion: crying is not inhibited and pa-
tients fully express their anxieties, anger 
and sadness at being separated from their 
loved ones. Moreover, we found that often 
dreams came up spontaneously in mem-
bers’ accounts, dreams in which thera-
pists and other members make explicit 
appearances. This seemed to confirm the 

depth of the therapeutic 
work being done and the 
patients’ emotional open-
ness.

Individuals who are gen-
erally more reserved or in-
hibited, avoidant or obses-
sive were the ones most 
at ease from the very be-
ginning, and encouraged 
others to communicate 
like never before. People 
who live alone found great 
comfort in the weekly ses-
sions, they let us enter their 
living rooms, they showed 

us their cats or dogs, they eagerly await 
every session. Young mothers with tod-
dlers could take a moment away from 
their children, who, despite their greed for 
the mother’s time, were left in the care of 
partners during group sessions. Teenag-
ers, scared by a lack of privacy, retired in 
the safety of their cars in order to partic-
ipate. Only a few patients suffering from 
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borderline personality disorder occasion-
ally found fertile ground for new games, 
such as leaving the call and then joining 
again with an excuse about having con-
nectivity problems, so as to compensate 
the impossibility of astonishing everyone 
with their usual “scenes” and “fireworks”, 
which through a screen appeared duller 
and flatter.

The experiment will continue because 
of necessity, maybe even for several more 
months until the world will be able to return 
to a new normal. As therapists, we have 
learnt that it is possible to conduct online 
therapy groups and thus we could add to 
our regular therapeutic tools also groups 
working entirely in an online setting. We 
are certain technology will come to our aid 
more and more providing firm support to 
meetings. Patients who live thousands of 
kilometres away from each other will then 
be able to join, and group therapy will be 
available to many more people, from in-
dividuals who live with different forms of 
disabilities to those who live and work far 
away from city centres, in places that are 
hard to reach but are now connected to 
the world through the internet. 

In a recent study (2018) Norwood and 
others affirm:

Videoconferencing psychotherapy (VCP) 
– the remote delivery of psychotherapy via 
secure video link – is an innovative way of 
delivering psychotherapy, which has the 
potential to overcome many of the regularly 
cited barriers to accessing psychological 
treatment. However, some debate exists 

as to whether an adequate working alli-
ance can be formed between therapist and 
client, when therapy is delivered through 
such a medium (Norwood, 2018, p. 1)

To be sure, more evidence has still to be 
provided in order to solve these doubts. 
In this respect, we’d like to share some of 
our current experiences with online group 
therapy, hoping in so doing to nurture this 
stimulating conversation.

 An experience of emotional support
The group, lead by two therapists, 

meets on Tuesday nights. It is composed 
by eight people and among them only 
Anna (45 years old, office worker) refus-
es to continue the work online because 
she lives alone with a teenage son and 
is scared she won’t have enough privacy. 

Gina (60 years old, physiotherapist) in-
itially rejects the idea of online sessions 
on the grounds that she lives in a remote 
country area with sparse internet connec-
tivity. Elena (50 years old, shop assistant) 
follows suit saying she is not good with 
technology and will wait for the in-person 
sessions to start again. 

Antonio (50 years old) is a manager 
used to work remotely and doesn’t have 
any problems with the online setting, as 
Gianni (52 years old), an entrepreneur 
who’s not afraid of the new challenge but, 
on the contrary, seems curious. 

Luca (29 years old) is a young research-
er also used to work remotely and he 
regards this arrangement as particularly 
favourable since it allows him to continue 
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the group work while living in another city, 
where he spends a lot of his time. 

Neither Miriam nor Luisa (30 years old, 
respectively student and office worker), 
two independent young women used to 
working and studying from home and 
using social networks, have any problem 
with the online setting.So, among con-
flicting opinions, the group begins its on-
line activity and from the second session 
on Gina and Elena decide to join as well, 
discovering excitedly a new way of com-
munication.

Gina is about to retire, 
she is getting ready to 
enter a new stage of her 
life and she found herself 
stuck in the house right 
now that she could finally 
travel. She brings her ea-
gerness into the group re-
counting her dreams:

I’m at a tram stop, or any 
other kind of stop. There 
are two young men with 
two little girls and I’m with 
my sister Maria [only a few 
months dead].

We can read here the 
representation of the group 
that follows her in her 
transformation process. 
Gina’s dreams present a 
variety of scenarios, from exciting adven-
tures to familiar places and habits: the 
cup of coffee in the usual coffee shop, the 
bakery where one of the two young men 
offers her some fresh bread, the warm 

colours dominating the scenery. When 
she wakes up, she feels in a good mood. 

Elena is caring for her mother suffering 
from terminal-stage brain cancer, and is 
experiencing a period of illness and grief. 

In the midst of the pandemic, Miriam 
and Luisa’s studies and work seem to 
have come to a standstill, while Gianni is 
the first to raise concern about the eco-
nomic situation, a concern made heavier 
by his responsibilities as an entrepreneur. 

Antonio brings his humour to the table, 
urging others to consider that this is the 

time of those people, like 
him, who are used to be-
ing regarded as unsociable, 
as “bears”. Suddenly, Luca 
falls ill, he seems to have 
contracted the virus: com-
munication comes to an halt 
when, with a high fever, he is 
at the hospital waiting for a 
diagnosis and we are reunit-
ed in a group session.

Elena’s mother passes 
away: the world and its 
tragedies cross the bor-
ders of our little group. 

In the space of these 
two months the bonds 
between us have become 
very strong and emotional 
closeness is paramount: it 

is as if we all belonged to the same elec-
tive family. During the next few sessions 
we witness live Luca’s healing process 
and the relief for the negative result of the 
test. Finally, he is released from isolation 
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and can go back to having close contacts 
and physical demonstrations of affection, 
and we are moved by the hug with his 
grandmother. 

 The body in online group therapy
In another group, composed at the 

moment by seven people and led by 
two therapists, everyone joined the on-
line sessions since day one of the lock-
down.

Delia (45 years old) is a doctor and 
she’s been fighting for a year against a 
particularly aggressive strain of breast 
cancer. In the last few months before the 
pandemic hit, she couldn’t come to group 
therapy because she is im-
munodeficient and suffering 
a great deal from the heavy 
chemotherapy treatment. In 
this new situation created by 
the COVID-19 emergency, 
in which we were all quar-
antined in our homes and 
could communicate only on 
the phone or through the In-
ternet, Delia has been able 
to safely participate in group 
therapy once again. One 
evening she shares with the 
group her anger at herself 
for getting sick and having to 
suffer through the therapy’s side effects. 
She says she thinks it is kind of her fault 
that she fell ill because she has never got-
ten enough rest, she has always worked 
too much and she doesn’t love herself. 
She is distressed because she thinks she 

“caused” her own tumour. She says she 
also feels the need to undertake a somat-
ic therapy to give voice to her body, which 
she had repressed for too long.

Emilio (40 years old, engineer), who’s 
usually withdrawn and obsessive, listens 
to her and is moved to tears. He asks De-
lia if she has noticed his heartfelt reaction 
while listening and she confirms that she 
has seen it and is shocked by it. 

Ciro (53 years old, office worker) also 
participates in the conversation with feel-
ing, reminding Delia that they are all there 
to support her.

Sonia (48 years old, educator) agrees, 
while Mery (26 years old, psychologist) 

adds that she has to make it 
a priority, right now, to take 
care of herself. Lisa (58 years 
old, pharmacist) has always 
felt very connected with Delia 
and she reminds her of when 
they both shared, during a 
group session, the fact that 
they hadn’t felt welcomed 
and understood by their re-
spective parents, telling her: 
“we aren’t good at protect-
ing ourselves, you and me, 
we’re learning just now”. 
Delia starts trembling, tears 
streaming down her face, 

says her body is feeling a lot of different 
emotions and she feels everyone very 
close, as if in an embrace. 

Everybody’s emotional experience, in-
cluding us therapists, is as truly deep and 
physical as if we were all in the same room. 
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 Conclusions
The strong, emotionally intense ex-

perience we are going through can cer-
tainly be influenced by the socio-cultur-
al climate in which the pandemic has 
plunged us: collective fears, generalised 
anxiety, diffidence and need to trust, 
connect and belong. It is a condition so 
close and current that, for now, it can’t 
be read though the objectivity and neu-
trality of history. What we can say is that 
we are certain of the unique and excep-
tional nature of the present moment.  It is 
possible, then, that the emotional open-
ness we are observing and living may 
be a result of this extraordinary social 
situation. Certainly, we are surprised to 
note that the groups do work and that 
people are willing to go online and learn 
new ways of communicating in group 
too. After our initial surprise, observing 
the group, we could confirm that the es-
sence of transactional exchanges in this 
setting is composed of language and the 
emotional connection passing, thanks to 
a visual connection, from our body to 
other people’s, despite the lack of direct 

tactile contact. Words and transactions 
are not lost in an online setting and now 
technology allows us to establish visual 
contact with all members’ corporeal 
presence at the same time (Chrome ex-
tensions like GridView are an example). 
Beyond words or images, the phantas-
matic presence of the Other is always 
alive and well in our minds and dreams. 
Thus, in some ways, online groups can 
assist in the creation of an oneiric envi-
ronment which facilitates transference 
processes and allows passage — useful 
to the deconfusion process — between 
the social and the intrapsychic world. 

As far as therapy is concerned, this 
experiment born out of necessity might 
take us in interesting research directions. 
The computer screen and the virtual 
connection grant us swift entrance into 
patients’ inner worlds, removing barriers 
and inhibitions built in the familiar world 
of “in person” interactions, where our 
script apparatus was defined and where 
our defences were first structured against 
the dangers that the Other can pose to 
ourselves.
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