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Abstract

Introduction and Aim: Today in compared to the past, there is more emphasis on
virtual counseling, and accordingly, the present research was conducted with the aim of
exploring the process of implementation of an efficient virtual counseling process.

Methodology: This research was applied in terms of purpose and descriptive from type
of phenomenological in terms of implementation method. The population of the present
research was counselors and clients of psychological services in the country, which
according to the principle of theoretical saturation number of 14 people (7 counselors
and 7 clients) were selected as samples using purposive sampling. The data collection
tool was semi-structured and in-depth interviews with counselors and clients. To analyze
the data was used the Colaizzi’s seven-step coding method in Atlas.ti software.

Findings: The results of this study showed that the process of implementation of an
efficient virtual counseling process has 156 basic themes, 29 sub-themes, and 8 main
themes, including the nature and definition of virtual counseling (18 basic themes and 4
sub-themes of virtual counseling process, differences in communication and treatment,
challenges of experiencing virtual therapy, and benefits of virtual therapy over in-
person), lack of body language (14 basic themes and 4 sub-themes of importance of tone
and word choice, challenges of lack of nonverbal communication, alternative solutions
for body language, and efficient communication through digital tools), remote access (18
basic themes and 3 sub-themes of access for people with geographical limitations,
accessibility for special people, and accessibility for people with disabilities or special
physical conditions), virtual space management (18 basic themes and 4 sub-themes of
time management and virtual meetings, use of digital tools to manage meetings,
technical challenges, and regulation of the virtual therapy space), privacy and security
(20 basic themes and 4 sub-themes of data and personal information protection, ensuring
privacy in contacts, trust to cyberspace, and educating clients about security), clarifying
of expectations (22 basic themes and 4 sub-themes of explaining the virtual therapy
process to clients, managing of treatment expectations, reasonable expectations of virtual
therapy, and preparing clients for virtual therapy), using from digital tools (24 basic
themes and 4 sub-themes of therapeutic software to track progress, voice and text
messages, adapting to new technologies, and treatment progress charts), and teaching
family communication skills (22 basic themes and 2 sub-themes of creating a supportive
family environment and teaching positive parenting).

Conclusion: The results of this research indicated that efficient virtual counseling
despite its advantages such as easy and convenient access, faces challenges such as
technical problems and security concerns.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction and Aim

In today's modern world, changes and developments
in information and communication technology are
changing various aspects of social and professional
life, and one of these aspects is the change and
development in the field of counseling (Murthy et al.,
2022). Virtual counseling refers to the fact that the
process of guidance and counseling for individuals
and groups has changed to a new form, that is, virtual,
as a result of the changes and developments of the
digital age (Jones et al., 2024). The expansion of
communication technologies and global changes have
led to a shift from in-person counseling to virtual
counseling, and the use of this counseling method as
an alternative or complementary method to in-person
treatment methods has grown significantly. As a
result, the use of new technology in counseling is
continuously expanding and improving, helping
clients to improve the reception of counseling services
(Gilbert et al., 2022). Therefore, virtual counseling means
the use of virtual media communication to provide
counseling by a professional counselor to clients in
the online space (Strange et al., 2023). As a result, the use
of new technologies in the field of education and
therapy can be beneficial for some people for whom
face-to-face counseling is difficult or impossible, and
provides them with the possibility of virtual
counseling at any time and place (Reid & Moerenhout,
2024).

Virtual counseling as an approach to providing
counseling services has gradually emerged since the
early 1990s with the growth and expansion of the
Internet and access to services through cyberspace.
Initially, virtual counseling took the form of emails
and offline written conversations, but it has
progressed with the growth of information and
communication technology (Gonzalez Moreno et al., 2021).
In recent years, the emergence of smartphones and
mobile applications has led to a significant increase in
counseling services. These technologies help
individuals access counselors and receive virtual
counseling services at any time and place (Sasnovskaya
et al., 2022). Virtual counseling has grown significantly
in recent years, in which counselors and clients,
despite being in different and distant locations,
communicate with each other using cyberspace and
enter into the counseling process (Ateriya et al., 2018).
Many virtual consultation clients express satisfaction
with reduced waiting times, diagnostic delays, faster
access to specialized help, and avoidance of
unnecessary consultations (Liu & Shi, 2023).

Little research has been conducted on virtual
counseling, and no research has been found on the
efficient virtual counseling process in this field.
Virtual counseling as a new approach in the field of
counseling has attracted a lot of attention in recent
years, and the advancement of information and
communication technology has made it possible to
provide virtual counseling more than ever before. This
change in the method of providing counseling
services had a significant impact on the experience of
clients, and in this environment, clients interact with
counselors virtually. One of the issues that can be
examined in this field is how to improve the clients'
lived experience of virtual counseling. Therefore, by
examining and analyzing the lived experience of
clients, better guidelines and strategies can be
determined for providing virtual counseling services,
and the information obtained from it can help to better
understand the needs and preferences of different
clients and improve the provision of virtual
counseling services. As a result, the present research
was conducted with the aim of exploring the process
of implementation of an efficient virtual counseling
process.

Methodology

This research was applied in terms of purpose and
descriptive from type of phenomenological in terms
of implementation method. The population of the
present research was counselors and clients of
psychological services in the country, which
according to the principle of theoretical saturation
number of 14 people (7 counselors and 7 clients) were
selected as samples using purposive sampling.

The inclusion criteria for counselors included a
master's degree or higher, having a certificate in
emotion-focused therapy, a history of providing
virtual and in-person counseling (at least five sessions
each), and the inclusion criteria for clients included a
history of receiving virtual and in-person counseling
(at least five sessions each), and no addiction or use of
psychiatric medications. Also, other criteria for both
groups included willingness to participate in the
research, accepting to record interviews, and signing a
consent form to participate in the interview, and the
exclusion criteria included withdrawing from further
cooperation and not answering interview questions.

The data collection tool was semi-structured and in-
depth interviews with counselors and clients. To
analyze the data was used the Colaizzi’s seven-step
coding method in Atlas.ti software.




Findings

The results of this study showed that the process of
implementation of an efficient virtual counseling
process has 156 basic themes, 29 sub-themes, and 8
main themes, including the nature and definition of
virtual counseling (18 basic themes and 4 sub-themes
of virtual counseling process, differences in
communication and treatment, challenges of
experiencing virtual therapy, and benefits of virtual
therapy over in-person), lack of body language (14
basic themes and 4 sub-themes of importance of tone
and word choice, challenges of lack of nonverbal
communication, alternative solutions for body
language, and efficient communication through digital
tools), remote access (18 basic themes and 3 sub-
themes of access for people with geographical
limitations, accessibility for special people, and
accessibility for people with disabilities or special
physical conditions), virtual space management (18
basic themes and 4 sub-themes of time management
and virtual meetings, use of digital tools to manage
meetings, technical challenges, and regulation of the
virtual therapy space), privacy and security (20 basic
themes and 4 sub-themes of data and personal
information protection, ensuring privacy in contacts,
trust to cyberspace, and educating clients about
security), clarifying of expectations (22 basic themes
and 4 sub-themes of explaining the virtual therapy
process to clients, managing of treatment
expectations, reasonable expectations of virtual
therapy, and preparing clients for virtual therapy),
using from digital tools (24 basic themes and 4 sub-
themes of therapeutic software to track progress,
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voice and text messages, adapting to new
technologies, and treatment progress charts), and
teaching family communication skills (22 basic
themes and 2 sub-themes of creating a supportive
family environment and teaching positive parenting).

Discussion and Conclusion

The results of this research indicated that efficient
virtual counseling despite its advantages such as easy
and convenient access, faces challenges such as
technical problems and security concerns. As a result,
counselors are provided with suggestions on
strengthening trust and a safe space for clients,
providing detailed training and transparency about the
treatment process, using digital tools in treatment,
paying attention to technical problems and resolving
them, strengthening nonverbal communication skills,
teaching  cyberspace  management techniques,
clarifying treatment expectations from clients,
creating a safe space for clients, using digital tools to
facilitate treatment, paying attention to technical
problems and resolving them, accepting virtual
therapy as a valid method, and providing continuous
follow-up.The clients are provided with suggestions
on accepting responsibility in the treatment process,
being mentally prepared to accept virtual therapy,
creating a safe environment for treatment, being
mentally prepared to accept virtual therapy, creating a
safe environment for virtual sessions, understanding
and accepting the treatment process, informing the
counselor in case of technical problems, accepting
responsibility in treatment, maintaining
confidentiality and privacy, and changing attitudes
toward virtual therapy.
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