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Despite a growing body of research on online teaching in psychotherapy training, existing studies focus on students’ experiences, leaving the perspectives of lecturers underexplored. This study addresses this gap by investigating lecturers’ views on the transition to online teaching during the COVID-19 pandemic. Data were collected through 13 semi-structured expert interviews with lecturers at the Faculty of Psychotherapy Science at Sigmund Freud Private University, conducted between November 2022 and December 2023. Thematic content analysis was employed to analyze the data. The findings indicate that online teaching is suitable for specific components of psychotherapy training, such as theoretical foundations, research methods, supervision, and individual self-experience. However, practice-oriented training and group self-experience, which depend on direct personal interaction, were significantly hindered by the online format. Lecturers identified challenges in fostering engagement, sustaining attention, and maintaining relational depth, largely due to the lack of non-verbal cues and shared physical spaces. The study concludes that relational skills, central to psychotherapy training, are best developed through in-person interaction. Nonetheless, a blended learning approach that combines online and face-to-face teaching is recommended. Online tools provide flexibility and efficiency, particularly for theoretical components, but their successful integration requires thoughtful course design and targeted lecturer training. The findings underscore the need for a balanced approach to optimize the strengths of both online and traditional teaching formats in psychotherapy training.
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1 Introduction

The COVID-19 pandemic posed significant challenges to higher education, forcing universities worldwide to transition rapidly to online teaching formats (Aucejo et al., 2020). In Austria, the federal government’s lockdown regulations made face-to-face teaching impossible, prompting universities to adopt either fully online or hybrid formats, where courses are held on-site while simultaneously being streamed online (Ulla and Perales, 2022). The spontaneous transition from face-to-face teaching to online formats differs from planned online teaching as the pandemic required immediate measures (Hodges et al., 2020). The current study investigated emergency remote teaching in distinction to well-planned online teaching strategies.

Research on emergency online formats indicates that university lecturers had to rapidly adjust their pedagogical approaches to integrate new technologies (Hodges et al., 2020). The swift transition to online formats posed several challenges such as technical difficulties, inequalities in access to digital resources (Ali, 2020; Malewski et al., 2021), and lack of feedback from both students and lecturers (Krammer et al., 2020). The rapid shift also led to an increased workload for lecturers due to the need for more structured designs and had a negative impact on student motivation (Malewski et al., 2021). In contrast, students welcomed access to advanced learning resources (e.g., tutorials, online learning platforms), structured assignments, and the availability of teachers (Ali, 2020; Krammer et al., 2020).

The Sigmund Freud Private University (SFU) in Vienna, which offers a consecutive bachelor’s and master’s program in psychotherapy science, also transitioned to online formats for the first time during the summer semester of 2020. In a dual approach, the study programs combine academic studies in psychotherapy science with vocational training as a psychotherapist, aiming to integrate a solid theoretical foundation with practice-oriented aspects. This integration is achieved through a curriculum that balances five essential components of psychotherapy training: theoretical foundations and research methods, practice-oriented courses, individual and group self-experience, practical work with patients, and supervision (for a brief description of these components see the Supplementary materials).

Prior to the COVID-19 pandemic, all courses at the SFU were delivered in-person, and many lecturers had no experience with online teaching. While online formats are more established in other disciplines (Griesehop and Bauer, 2017), psychotherapy science has traditionally emphasized the importance of face-to-face interaction. This is particularly crucial for key components of the training, such as the integration of theoretical knowledge with practical skills, emotional learning, and personal development through self-experience and hands-on practice. These elements, along with collaborative interactions within training groups, are considered essential for high-quality psychotherapeutic work (Ferrel and Ryan, 2020; Griesehop and Bauer, 2017; Taubner and Evers, 2020) and are generally regarded as more effectively facilitated in a physical classroom setting.

Overall, studies on online teaching in psychotherapy training are limited. In a recent systematic review, Mikkonen et al. (2024) analyzed studies from 17 different countries comparing online learning programs with traditional training formats. The studies investigated the perspective of students on their learning outcomes, their satisfaction with the training format and the transfer of knowledge into clinical practice. The studies highlighted the value of integrating interactive elements such as case study analyses, simulations, role-plays, discussion forums, feedback, peer-support groups, or group projects into the online format. These elements fostered students’ acceptance of the online format and motivated them to actively engage in learning processes, contributing to a deeper understanding of the course subject and knowledge transfer into practice. Students demonstrated a positive attitude and acceptance of the online format when theoretical and practical courses were adapted through multimedia content (animations, games, audio, and video examples) or exchange forums (Mikkonen et al., 2024). An Austrian study by Akgün et al. (2023) explored psychotherapy students’ perspectives on online learning during the pandemic and revealed mixed reactions. According to the students, short theoretical courses were generally considered suitable substitutes for in-person teaching, and many reported that online learning improved their work-life balance. However, they perceived the lack of physical interaction as a significant barrier to building relationships and fostering a sense of community. Students also highlighted varying experiences with the quality of online teaching. They noted that effective communication and lecturers’ ability to adapt their teaching styles to the digital format helped mitigate challenges such as technical difficulties, monotonous lectures, and organizational issues (Akgün et al., 2023).

Despite the growing body of research on online teaching in psychotherapy training, existing studies focus solely on students’ experiences, leaving a significant gap in understanding the specific challenges and opportunities of online formats from the perspective of lecturers. To complete the picture, the present study explores the perspective of lecturers on the transition to online teaching in psychotherapy training during the COVID-19 pandemic. Through qualitative interviews, the study provides insights into the opportunities and challenges of online teaching and how lecturers addressed these challenges. The findings contribute to a better understanding of how online teaching can be integrated into various course formats (theoretical and practical courses, supervision and self-experience) and may help inform the development of online teaching strategies in psychotherapy training.



2 Materials and methods

This study employed a cross-sectional design with a qualitative research approach.

In November 2022, all lecturers at the Faculty of Psychotherapy Science at Sigmund Freud Private University (N = 172) were invited to participate in the study. A total of 13 lecturers (seven male, six female) between the ages of 42 and 73 with a mean age of 58.62 years (SD = 11.89) consented to participate in the study. The sample was composed of lecturers who taught exclusively in the theoretical part of training (n = 5) as well as those who taught practice-oriented components (n = 8). With the exception of two interviewees who had some experience with Moodle and two who had carried out online supervision before, none of the lecturers had used technology in teaching prior to the pandemic. The abovementioned characteristics as well as the lecturers’ therapeutic modalities and areas of expertise are shown in Table 1.


TABLE 1 Descriptive characteristics of interviewed lecturers.
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Data collection took place between November 2022 and December 2023, using semi-structured expert interviews. The interview guide was developed to explore the following areas: the transition from face-to-face to online teaching, the didactic implementation of theoretical content, technical requirements and the teaching setting, the self-perception of lecturers, and the implementation of practical training content, including self-experience and supervision. Each interview lasted approximately 30 min. Interviews were conducted in a one-to-one setting, except for interview 4, in which two lecturers were present. They were labeled person 1 and person 2 in the interview code.

The study was approved by the Ethics Commission of the Faculty for Psychotherapy Science, Psychology, Law at SFU Vienna, Austria (Ethical number: EDBNCXYDCAMBWX91288). Informed consent was obtained from all participants, ensuring that they were aware of their rights and the voluntary nature of participation. The interviews were recorded, transcribed, and anonymized to maintain confidentiality.

The data were analyzed using thematic analysis following the methodology of Braun and Clarke (2006), Clarke and Braun (2017). An inductive, semantic approach was employed, where codes and themes were generated directly from the data, focusing on explicit meanings rather than underlying ideas, assumptions, and conceptualizations. The analysis followed six iterative phases, including back and forth movement between phases as needed, enabling a reflective process and deep immersion in the data (Braun and Clarke, 2006). In the first phase of analysis, CS familiarized herself with the data by listening to the full-length audio recordings of all interviews before starting transcription. During and following transcription CS started marking ideas for coding. In the second phase, known as “generating initial codes,” CS worked through the entire transcript of each interview, coding text segments and identifying interesting aspects in the data that may form the basis of repeated patterns (Braun and Clarke, 2006). Accounts which departed from observed patterns were also included. In phase three, known as “searching for themes,” the codes were examined to identify broader patterns of meaning and combined into overarching themes and subthemes. At the same time, an initial narrative was created. In the fourth phase, the generated themes were revised and reassessed to ensure that they were meaningfully connected and clearly distinguishable. This iterative revision process was conducted within the research group to ensure the validity of the themes. In the fifth phase, the structure of each theme was further refined and adjusted. The working titles of the themes were adapted to the narrative the research group had started to develop. Finally, the refined themes and sub-themes were presented in a comprehensive report of the findings. To ensure that this report provides an argument which goes beyond an inductive, semantic analysis, we included a detailed discussion linking our findings to existing literature.



3 Results

In the following, the lecturers’ experiences with specific aspects of online teaching are presented in detail. The respective sections first outline the difficulties lecturers encountered and then describe which factors were perceived as helpful regarding the aspect discussed. The first section summarizes the lecturers’ overall impressions of online teaching. The section “Suitability of online teaching by course type” discusses experiences with online teaching in distinct types of courses, drawing partly on results from earlier sections. A summary of the findings is shown in Table 2, which offers an overview of the themes identified in the interviews, including concise definitions and selected excerpts illustrating lecturers’ perspectives on online teaching during the pandemic.


TABLE 2 Summary of themes emerging from the interviews.
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3.1 An emergency solution for an emergency situation

In addition to describing the difficulties and opportunities of online teaching, the interviews provided a picture of how the lecturers felt about online teaching. Due to the COVID-19 pandemic, all courses that had previously taken place in person suddenly had to be switched to video conferencing without adequate preparation on the part of the universities. Against this background, most lecturers described online teaching as “frustrating” (Interview 2), “exhausting” (Interview 1) and “challenging” (Interviews 5, 10, and 12). They experienced online teaching as an “emergency solution for an emergency situation” (Interview 3); one lecturer compared the online medium to a hospital and said, “I am very glad that these facilities exist, but I prefer it even more if I don’t have to use them” (Interview 6). Although all lecturers emphasized the indispensability of face-to-face teaching, there were certain types of courses for which they felt online formats were very suitable. In some cases, these were maintained even after the COVID-19 measures were lifted. Many lecturers described that a combination of online and face-to-face teaching could make sense.



3.2 Limited perception of students

Due to the physical distance inherent in online teaching, many lecturers found it challenging to perceive and respond to students’ needs, making it difficult to establish a sense of connection. They reported that the limited visibility of students on screen hindered their ability to pick up on non-verbal cues such as facial expressions, gestures, eye contact, breathing, and tone of voice – elements crucial for conveying presence. As one lecturer noted, “You can’t see [.] the facial expressions very well, [.] how people are feeling, whether someone is getting fidgety, whether someone is laughing, whether my jokes are landing” (Interview 3). Another added, “Who is sitting where, how someone is looking – these are so many little things that just get lost online” (Interview 4, person 1). The lack of visual and situational awareness made it difficult for lecturers to gauge how students were doing during courses. They also struggled to interpret certain behaviors in the online environment, such as when a student looked away from the camera. As one explained: “Is he looking away because he’s checking his phone, or is he reflecting internally? [.] In person, if someone is sitting calmly but tapping their foot, I know something’s going on. Online, I can’t see that [.] and in a group, you have a different overall view compared to these boxes” (Interview 11). Additionally, two lecturers with hearing and visual impairments reported significant challenges in the online setting, highlighting that video conferencing tools were not fully accessible for their needs.

It was often only through a lack of interaction or deficiencies in subsequent deliverables, such as case reflections, that lecturers realized students were tired, bored, or unfocused, or that there was no “basic consensus” (Interview 8) on the course topics. This lack of immediate feedback was particularly challenging for the lecturers.







	

	
“Maybe in courses on site you notice it a bit more, aha, she’s zoned out or aha, she’s thinking about the curriculum and so on. You can see it a bit, actually you can see it online too, but it’s a bit more complicated and addressing people is one thing, but whether people actually respond is another. It’s so easy to slip away.” (Interview 8)






Lecturers also noted that the “emotional connection” (Interview 2) often got lost in the online setting. The shared experience of being in a physical room, engaging with the course content, and responding spontaneously – such as through laughter – was missing. The digital medium created a sense of distance that was difficult to bridge. As one lecturer put it, “For me, lecturing or teaching is very much a matter of personal contact, and if I have a filter in between, then it just doesn’t quite work.” (Interview 3)



3.3 Reduced spontaneity

Having limited perception of the students in the online setting diminished the spontaneity of lecturers during courses. In face-to-face teaching, frequent feedback and discussions allowed for increased flexibility and spontaneous adjustments to the course flow. However, in the online setting, lecturers found it more challenging to rely on intuition or adapt to the moment, as the connection between students and lecturers was less immediate and tangible.







	

	
“You can’t change courses so flexibly and intuitively, […] adapt them to the situation, because the situation is a virtual one anyway and in physical presence, in the real situation in the lecture hall [.] you can also [.] achieve much more with flexibility.” (Interview 6)






Lecturers reported that it was difficult for them to spontaneously tailor the course to the students’ needs. Problems arose, for example, when students were in breakout rooms.







	

	
“Let’s assume they take a little longer, when I do it on-site and I notice that two or three in a small group are working very intensively, I give them more time, while when I structure it [in online teaching], I have to [.] close the rooms and suddenly there they are, whether they want to or not [.] when they are in small groups on-site, I can see that and don’t go there right away and [.] interrupt them, but when I go into these rooms, I interrupt them, because they realize at that moment that I am there, and that [.] is a moment which I found unpleasant.” (Interview 5)






Lecturers described that more detailed preparation and structuring was necessary for online courses than for face-to-face courses. They felt it was important to schedule breaks and group work in advance and to organize themselves in such a way that they knew exactly which steps followed next. This preparation created security. It allowed lecturers to focus more on the students during courses while remaining open to changes in the process.







	

	
“To be more confident [.] I planned it very precisely [.] I timed it precisely, to give myself confidence, even if I didn’t quite stick to it [.] that’s not the case in face-to-face teaching.” (Interview 5)






One lecturer even saw it as an advantage of online teaching that structuring time was easier and he was able to keep to his schedule better than in person.



3.4 Increased lecturer presence

Almost all lecturers agreed that online teaching was “unilateral” (Interview 1) and required them to be more active and engaged. In face-to-face teaching, lecturers found it easier to keep students engaged and to encourage their active participation. In contrast, online teaching made it easier for students to participate passively or withdraw entirely.







	

	
“It requires more presence from the lecturer, because you have to […] encourage the students a lot. There were always students [.] who are difficult to bring in. If a supervisee, someone in self-experience, or someone in a theory seminar, wants to be passive, he can do that more easily. [.] You have to approach him so actively, and almost a bit provocatively, that it is perhaps sometimes an inhibition threshold for us therapists, […] and now you say something, it is a bit gagging, [.] if a student wants to hold back passively, then of course it’s easier for him in an online setting.” (Interview 5)






Lecturers expressed frustration with the lack of feedback from students and the growing difficulty in actively engaging them during online courses. This challenge was heightened when students kept their cameras off, leaving lecturers to interact solely with a photo or name, which created uncertainty about the students’ actual presence. In this context, the online format was often perceived as impersonal, as it failed to foster a sense of commitment.







	

	
“The more time passed, the more difficult it was. Because in the beginning I tried to have more contact, but later on you only see a name, sometimes without photos, and I was very frustrated, very frustrated. [.] Materials that I normally use in two weekends, I used in one weekend because there were no questions, there was no communication, and I always had to talk and talk and talk and keep having information [.] it was very difficult for me.” (Interview 1)






Lecturers described how difficult it was to make courses engaging, with some mentioning the risk of “falling into an endless monologue” (Interview 4, person 2), feeling the need to “fill the silence” (Interview 4, person 2) as an “entertainer” (Interview 7), unsure whether they had “an audience at all” (Interview 7).

Conversely, one lecturer found the unilateral setting comfortable when teaching theory. “In part it was as if I was giving a lecture for myself, so I always felt quite secure.” (Interview 10) Similarly, students told lecturers that they were more relaxed in the online setting, “when they give a presentation at home compared to when they stand in front of the group.” (Interview 12)

Two lecturers reported that teaching with a second person was “a huge support” (Interview 4, person 2) in the online setting. Teaching together helped them better handle situations with little feedback from students, especially when none of the students had their video turned on.

The lecturers also emphasized the importance of actively approaching students in online teaching and requesting their participation. However, some lecturers felt that actively prompting student participation conflicted with their teaching style, as it required being more directive than they preferred. This was also the case with video usage – while some lecturers found it helpful to request students turn on their cameras, others did not feel comfortable “to purposely control who is there or not” (Interview 1).



3.5 Limited “we-feeling” and interaction among students

Almost all lecturers highlighted that the online setting made it difficult for students to develop a sense of togetherness within the group of fellow students. “This energy that is inside a room, I missed it incredibly [.] this entire emotional connection was totally lost for me.” (Interview 2) Learning as a social situation changed as each student sat alone in front of their computer. The shared, physical space that facilitated interaction between individual students and in the group was missing, both during and outside of courses.







	

	
“There was a certain alienation, [.] there were no more conversations during breaks, there were no more lunches together, everyone was individually in their apartment and thus practically isolated.” (Interview 9)












	

	
“People hardly communicated with one another.” (Interview 3)






Lecturers observed a diminished sense of social cohesion. This was particularly problematic “in group self-experience, where something like a we-feeling should be evoked” (Interview 9) and led to students being less willing to share their experiences. Lecturers emphasized that psychotherapy training is fundamentally based on mutual awareness and emotional resonance.

They found it helpful to keep the online room open during breaks and after courses to facilitate informal student interaction. During these times, lecturers would exit the virtual space to allow students to connect freely. This approach was well-received by students.

Additionally, lecturers observed that emotional learning processes often required more time in the online format. It was helpful to reflect collectively on the unique aspects of online learning. “How is it now, with a screen and being in your own space” (Interview 4, person 1), how is it “that we only see each other so little now” (Interview 11).



3.6 Lack of a safe space and professional setting

Another topic that emerged in the interviews was the challenge of creating a safe and professional space in the online environment, particularly during the practical components of the training. Lecturers reported instances where students were not fully present or engaged inappropriately during courses. Examples included students participating in sessions while on the phone, conversing with people in the same room, or even attending from public places. In some cases, students were “outside hiking,” “in the public pool” (Interview 10) or “on a boat” (Interview 2) during courses.

Such behavior was perceived as a disruption, particularly when a confidential atmosphere was essential, such as during self-experience or supervision. To address these challenges, lecturers found it helpful to set conditions for participation in online courses, especially for self-experience and supervision. These conditions emphasized maintaining a confidential and distraction-free environment. One lecturer explicitly reminded students of their responsibility to secure their own space, something she could easily manage in a face-to-face setting but not online:







	

	
“Be aware, this is your space, I can’t protect it for you now, if someone enters at university I can protect it. You have to protect the space, is it possible that no one enters this space [.] everyone made sure that they had their protected space, yes, that was very important.” (Interview 11)






Another lecturer suggested that students use headphones if a private room was unavailable, particularly when discussing case studies, to maintain confidentiality and minimize disruptions.



3.7 Confrontation with one’s own appearance

Female lecturers noted a shift in focus during online teaching: whereas they were primarily “centered on the others” (Interview 11) in face-to-face settings, the online format often forced them to confront their own appearance continuously. This constant self-observation led to feelings of insecurity:







	

	
“You have to be able to endure seeing yourself all the time [.] this enduring yourself all the time, that’s really tough [.] I think that does something to you, in terms of self-image and self-esteem.” (Interview 4, Person 2)






The visibility of their own image throughout the sessions heightened their awareness of how they appeared to students. Some female lecturers admitted to experiencing doubts about their outward appearance:







	

	
“You have to come to terms with that, that you suddenly see every pimple [.] you’re more confronted with age (laughs). I didn’t put on any extra make-up or anything, but I made sure that the lighting is well adjusted.” (Interview 11)






To alleviate the discomfort, some lecturers and students found it helpful to keep their videos on but hide it from their own display. This allowed them to focus on the other participants and strengthened the feeling of being in dialogue with someone:







	

	
“In this first group, self-experience group, [.] they turned off the video for themselves so that they weren’t affected by the mirror image and the others stayed [.] it was an interesting suggestion to be freer.” (Interview 11)






In contrast, some male lecturers perceived self-observation as an opportunity for growth. They viewed it as valuable feedback, helping them identify areas for improvement in their teaching style. One male lecturer even had the feeling that the self-observation “rather strengthened his self-confidence” (Interview 7). Another lecturer mentioned that he would appreciate courses being recorded, as this would allow for reviewing them later for self-evaluation or providing feedback in a group of other lecturers.



3.8 “Double focus” in online teaching and dealing with technical challenges

Despite support from the university’s IT department, many lecturers found the transition to online teaching challenging. They had to manage both technical requirements and student engagement simultaneously, a task that required them to maintain a double focus:







	

	
“The challenge was [.] managing the technology, managing the technology alone and not having any help, and at the same time [.] focusing on the students, because you focus doubly, you focus on the group that is now online, and you focus on [.] does the technology work, is someone thrown out.” (Interview 5)






Hybrid teaching, which combined online and onsite participants, was particularly demanding. Lecturers described it as “extremely difficult” (Interview 5) and reported that it posed “unique challenges, as it is always difficult [.] to integrate the group or the people who are not part of the face-to-face group well” (Interview 7). Given the complexity and strain, lecturers agreed that hybrid teaching was adopted only out of necessity. In the future, they would prefer to conduct courses either entirely online or entirely face-to-face.

Technical issues added to these challenges, particularly in early stages of the pandemic, with lecturers reporting frequent access problems and system failures. Overall, they expressed a clear preference for Zoom over other tools like MS Teams. Successful online teaching, they emphasized, required “a certain technical understanding” (Interview 3), and those with prior experience using specific online tools found it easier to integrate them into their teaching.

Lecturers appreciated the university’s low-threshold support options. When confronted with technical issues they could not resolve independently, the university’s IT service provided assistance in both course preparation and during courses. This support often ensured the smooth continuation of courses. Lecturers also valued the video tutorials offered by the university, as they allowed for self-study and revisiting specific topics. For the future, they expressed a desire for further professional development opportunities in the area of online teaching. Additionally, two lecturers found it beneficial to teach in pairs, with one managing technical challenges while the other continued conveying the content.



3.9 Negative health effects and concentration difficulties

Lecturers reported that the online format posed physical challenges particularly due to prolonged periods of sitting in front of the computer, which led to complaints such as back pain. In longer courses, the online setting became physically taxing, and some lecturers expressed concerns about potential long-term health effects.







	

	
“At one point, I thought I had a herniated disk because I had so much pain [.] if you teach one hour or so, I don’t think it’s that dramatic, but teaching 16 units in a row online, I find incredibly exhausting.” (Interview 12)






The same lecturer compared the experience to being “like a caged animal” and mentioned she would “walk in circles” around the park during breaks to counteract the hours of sitting. Similarly, another lecturer reported, “I love the situation where you can get up under the pretext of having to urinate and go outside and move.” (Interview 3)

In addition to physical discomfort, lecturers also reported difficulty concentrating in the online setting. It was “much, much more exhausting to stay focused” (Interview 12), while another lecturer noted, “all that sitting in front of the computer [.] where you have to concentrate intensely and stare at the screen, that really takes it out of you” (Interview 4, Person 2).

Lecturers found that longer courses particularly strained both the body and concentration, making shorter sessions more suited to the online format. To mitigate these effects, one lecturer implemented physical or relaxation exercises during longer sessions. Others opted to teach from their office or practice, rather than from home, in order to create a clear boundary between work and personal life. Teaching from a professional setting “was extremely important” (Interview 4, Person 1) to them and they expressed a strong dislike for having “to sit at home” (Interview 4, Person 2) when teaching. As one lecturer reflected, “I was always dressed, not in sweatpants. I needed that for myself, yes, to be properly dressed because that was my professional outfit.” (Interview 11)



3.10 Suitability of online teaching by course type

Regarding the suitability of online teaching for specific areas of the curriculum, lecturers found that online teaching was well-suited for theoretical and research-oriented courses. Online supervision and individual self-experience were considered “unproblematic,” even if less optimal compared to in-person sessions. However, lecturers viewed videoconferencing as inadequate for teaching modality-specific methods and group self-experience.


3.10.1 Theoretical foundations and research methods

The lecturers agreed that online teaching is suitable for theoretical courses, including “scientific knowledge” (Interview 9), “theory” (Interview 10), “cognitive content” (Interview 7) and “theoretical craft” (Interview 5), and courses on research methods.







	

	
“I believe that online teaching, and the online setting in general, works great where it’s really only or at least mainly about talking, where you don’t necessarily need physical presence, that is, where it doesn’t go beyond language.” (Interview 4, Person 2)






Online settings simplified teaching activities involving technology, such as teaching statistics or guiding students through scientific databases. On-site teaching, in contrast, required additional logistical support, such as ensuring “that a computer room is available, or [.] that the students bring all the devices they need, which is often not so easy” (Interview 7).

Lecturers reported satisfactory exam results and very positive experiences with innovative course designs featuring group work, work packages, and self-study with Moodle, noting that “the pandemic really made it [online teaching] work” (Interview 4, Person 2). At least one theoretical course continued to be held online even after the COVID-19 measures ended.



3.10.2 Practice-oriented courses

Overall, lecturers felt that it was impossible to develop the practical skills necessary for successful psychotherapeutic work through online teaching alone. Most of them emphasized that teaching “practical skills” (Interview 10) and social skills, which are essential for psychotherapeutic work, requires a face-to-face setting. In particular, one lecturer stressed that “relational skills, [.] the ability to build relationships and to transform these relationships into healing and impactful relationships” while “maintaining the right distance” (Interview 2) cannot be acquired online. He highlighted that students need to acquire these skills in person, by building relationships with their fellow students and lecturers.







	

	
“Ultimately, online [.] cannot fully replace face-to-face teaching because it is not possible to form relationships, friendships or relationships of trust online. Yet psychotherapy in itself is precisely this: building relationships of trust. How are our students supposed to learn to build relationships of trust if they don’t experience for themselves how this works during their studies, if the lecturers are impersonal images on a screen rather than tangible people made of flesh and blood?” (Interview 2)






Another lecturer summarized, “psychological education, that is, mental, emotional education, is less well promoted by online teaching than by face-to-face teaching” (Interview 9).

In terms of didactic possibilities, lecturers reported that “hands-on practice of psychotherapeutic situations” was “very difficult” (Interview 10) and in some cases “impossible” (Interview 2) to do online.







	

	
“Intervention technique [.] also involves perceiving the other person in the room – reading their body language, facial expressions, gestures, a certain atmosphere that emerges in the psychotherapeutic space hard to describe with theoretical constructs in an online medium. [.] Sensing the other person in the therapeutic situation is something that, in my opinion, is difficult to do in an online setting.” (Interview 10)






However, they acknowledged that online teaching might be suitable for teaching skills such as “active listening” and “questioning techniques” (Interview 5).

In order to deliver the required competencies despite the COVID-19 regulations, lecturers found “ways around” the restrictions of in-person teaching. For example, one course was delivered online, but students met face-to-face in triads when meetings of three people were allowed.



3.10.3 Group self-experience

Carrying out group self-experience, which involves deep personal processes and interactions among students, was experienced as particularly challenging in the online setting. Lecturers reported that students often participated passively, and fostering meaningful interaction among them proved difficult. Breakout rooms were mentioned as a facilitating tool, but lecturers found them to provide only limited support.







	

	
“We introduced a topic, and then they [the students] went into breakout rooms to discuss with each other. But then again, when it was time for feedback, I noticed how the others were gradually falling asleep. It wasn’t possible to have a discussion.” (Interview 2)






One lecturer shared his experience of how tensions between group members “intensified through these online sessions,” leading to a “pretty frosty atmosphere” and leaving participants with an “uncomfortable feeling” – an outcome he had “never experienced in group self-experience before” (Interview 9). As a result, the group decided to stop further online self-experience sessions and to wait about a year until they could meet again in person. Only then were they able to resolve the conflicts.

Particularly for group self-experience, many lecturers felt the need to find ways to ensure that teaching could take place in person, or at least in a hybrid format, even during the pandemic. They felt that group self-experience courses underlined the importance of physical presence for meaningful interaction and emotional support.



3.10.4 Individual self-experience

In contrast to group settings, online self-experience in individual settings was generally perceived more positively by lecturers, although they still noted differences compared to face-to-face sessions. While “therapy and training analysis [.] are about a two-person relationship and primarily about the student or the patient” and the “shared experience” in the room is “advantageous,” one lecturer felt that the “training analyses and therapies that were already ongoing” were “certainly not a problem” (Interview 9) when conducted online. Another lecturer emphasized that “knowing each other [already] was the decisive factor” (Interview 2) for successful online sessions.

The online format brought both advantages, such as temporal and spatial flexibility, and disadvantages, including the loss of time structures and the absence of a safe space, for individual self-experience.







	

	
“With those I knew, it went relatively well because there was a much more active exchange possible online, in the sense of day, night, at any time, I wasn’t tied to whether my practice was available or not [.] on the other hand, my structures somehow fell a bit apart [.] if I already knew the people [.] even there, disruptions were often unavoidable.” (Interview 2)






Another lecturer shared that while she prefers in person individual self-experience sessions, she was “really fine with holding sessions via Zoom, for example if someone was further away or ill” (Interview 12). This view was shared by the other lecturers.

A psychoanalytic lecturer reflected on the use of telephone sessions, noting that “some patients were also able to talk about things precisely because we were more at a distance,” but qualified this by adding, “whether we could continue to work with it is another question” (Interview 11). Another psychoanalyst similarly observed that the absence of eye contact could be beneficial for psychoanalytic work. In some cases, individual self-experience sessions conducted via telephone appeared to enhance patients’ ability to connect with themselves and to address issues more openly.



3.10.5 Supervision

Lecturers reported particularly positive experiences with online supervision. One lecturer who lived outside Vienna reported that although he conducts training analysis sessions in-person, the supervision sessions are now exclusively held online at the request of his students. One of the reasons why this works so well, according to the lecturer, is that “it is less [.] about experiencing and working through a life story together, but really more about professional knowledge” (Interview 9).







	

	
“Of course, personal problems of the supervisee are also touched upon, when someone is, let’s say, in a countertransference trap, if they are upset about the patient [.] but this too is probably more possible in the online setting, because it is about a third party, it is about a third party and the isolation caused by the online setting should not be too much of a problem.” (Interview 9)






Another lecturer similarly noted that online “supervision for advanced students” was “not a problem” because it was “more about concrete knowledge transfer” (Interview 8). Two interviewees had already conducted online supervision prior to the pandemic, underlining the lecturers’ openness to teach online for accessibility reasons.





4 Discussion

The present qualitative study investigated how lecturers in Psychotherapy Science at the SFU Vienna experienced online teaching during the COVID-19 pandemic. To briefly summarize the findings, most lecturers reported similar overall experiences with the online format, describing it as both challenging and exhausting. Due to the limitations of non-verbal communication, they faced difficulties in perceiving and responding to their students’ needs. The lack of opportunities for mutual attunement in the relationship resulted in a loss of connectedness, undermining interactions between lecturers and students as well as among students themselves. Furthermore, the online environment created barriers to sustained attention for both lecturers and students. The dual focus on managing the setting and teaching made it difficult to maintain an active presence and foster engagement. Student participation declined over the course of the pandemic, and the online teaching environment was often perceived as “unilateral.” Finally, the study highlighted that online teaching can be suitable for certain components of psychotherapy training but is not appropriate for all types of courses. While lecturers valued online tools as useful for certain aspects of teaching, they argued that core relational skills can only be effectively taught face-to-face.


4.1 Limited perception and reduced connectedness

The online teaching environment limited the lecturers’ ability to perceive and respond effectively to their students. In particular, the absence of non-verbal cues made it difficult to gauge students’ engagement and adapt spontaneously to their needs. Struggles to resonate with each other during the courses can be seen as indicative of more distant relationships in online settings. Similarly, Lucas and Vicente (2023), who surveyed 1,144 teachers about online teaching, argue that the lack of engagement is partly due to the lack of human and social contact inherent in these environments. These findings echo conclusions drawn in the context of remote psychotherapy, where the absence of face-to-face contact has been shown to disrupt relationship depth and mutual attunement-processes which rely heavily on physical presence and non-verbal communication (Hickey and McAleer, 2017; Roesler, 2017; Höfner et al., 2021; Jesser et al., 2022). The parallels between teaching and psychotherapy highlight the critical role of embodied interaction in fostering meaningful connections.

Beyond lecturer-student relationships, the interviews revealed concerns about students’ connectedness with their peers. Participants noted that the online format could weaken students’ sense of belonging and shared identity. This observation is consistent with Griesehop and Bauer’s (2017) findings that online teaching can impede the formation of campus identity. Similarly, Akgün et al. (2023) reported that students felt a diminished collective “we” during early phases of online teaching. A reduction in social cohesion may not only impact personal relationships but also have professional implications. Militello’s (2021) study on networking during the pandemic demonstrated that online communication significantly hindered the establishment of new professional connections. Taken together, these insights suggest that the online teaching environment may limit both immediate interpersonal dynamics and long-term formation of supportive academic and professional networks.



4.2 Challenges of online presence and engagement

The online teaching environment brought significant challenges to maintaining focus and engagement for both lecturers and students. Prolonged periods in front of a screen were described as exhausting, resulting in physical discomfort and difficulties maintaining concentration. Female lecturers, in particular, found the constant awareness of their own appearance on camera uncomfortable. Technical and organizational demands further complicated efforts to maintain attention and presence, requiring lecturers to keep a “double focus”: they needed to engage meaningfully with students while simultaneously managing the technical aspects of the online format. As previous studies have shown (Mishra et al., 2020; Ulla and Perales, 2022), frequent technical difficulties disrupted the flow of teaching, forcing lecturers to shift their attention from pedagogical to technical tasks.

A pervasive issue for lecturers was the uncertainty about students’ genuine presence, particularly when cameras were off, and interactions felt one-sided. Students’ perspectives on online teaching in psychotherapy training confirm that they were distracted more easily and less focused when their cameras were off (Akgün et al., 2023). However, even with cameras on, engagement in online teaching was perceived as limited, with feedback, discussions, and active participation being reduced. Other research also showed that motivation and cognitive engagement decreased with the transition to online teaching (Patricia Aguilera-Hermida, 2020).

Findings on the challenges of online presence and engagement in teaching are consistent with research on online psychotherapy, where psychotherapists also reported increased effort to maintain focus (Mirkin, 2011), heightened distractions for both themselves and their patients, and disruptions to the therapeutic process due to technical issues (Backhaus et al., 2012; Huscsava et al., 2020; Jesser et al., 2022). The shared insights from both fields - online teaching and online psychotherapy - point to an intricate interplay between relational dynamics and the digital setting. They reveal how the online format can create barriers to sustained attention and reciprocal engagement, ultimately diminishing the quality of interaction in online learning environments.



4.3 Online format dependent on course type

The results of our study clearly demonstrate that online teaching works reasonably well in some areas, while being perceived as unsuitable in others. Theoretical foundations and research methods constitute one pillar of psychotherapy training. In this domain, lecturers reported positive experiences with the online format. Course content could be effectively delivered, and the possibilities offered by digital tools and applications (e.g., learning platforms and breakout rooms) were leveraged to engage students and encourage active participation.

However, therapeutic practice requires more than theoretical knowledge and technical skills; it also demands sensitivity to and expression of emotional processes (Heinonen and Nissen-Lie, 2019; Oerter and Weber, 1975). Socio-emotional learning, defined as the process through which students acquire competencies such as recognizing emotional responses, reacting to and reflecting on feelings, organizing emotional experiences, and integrating value systems (Krathwohl et al., 1964; McKown, 2019), is essential in psychotherapy training. Achieving socio-emotional learning outcomes is a cornerstone of the SFU curriculum. These outcomes are particularly emphasized in practice-oriented courses, group and individual self-experience, and supervision.

Research indicates that socio-emotional learning heavily depends on perceiving non-verbal cues and establishing a sense of connection with others (Levitt et al., 2022). Loewenthal and Snell (2008) highlight the importance of the learning community as a “container for growth and learning” (Loewenthal and Snell, 2008; p. 39). They argue that emotional learning cannot be “primarily skills- or knowledge-based but begins with questioning what it means to be in the world of and with others” (Loewenthal and Snell, 2008; p. 39).

Indeed, the results of our study revealed that practice-oriented courses and group self-experience were negatively affected by the online format. Lecturers emphasized that these courses rely on face-to-face interaction, the ability to perceive and sense the presence of the other person, and a shared physical space. The atmosphere created by being together in one room cannot be replicated online.

Existing research supports this observation, suggesting that not all course types or subjects benefit equally from an online format. Akgün et al. (2023) found that psychotherapy students perceived a purely online format as suboptimal for courses requiring interpersonal contact. Similarly, Hickey and McAleer (2017) argued that courses aiming to teach nuanced interpersonal aspects of psychotherapeutic practice are less suited for online formats. Practical classes requiring active teacher demonstrations, as well as excursions and reflective exercises, revealed limits of the online setting (Malewski et al., 2021; Mishra et al., 2020).

However, lecturers in our study highlighted that, in contrast to group self-experience, the online format was reasonably well suited for individual self-experience. This aligns with findings from studies on remote psychotherapy, which show that a positive and stable therapeutic relationship can also be achieved online (Knaevelsrud and Maercker, 2007; Mitchell, 2020). Roesler (2017) argues that such relationships are more likely to be established online when patients are capable of forming a secure bond with the therapist. This assumption can reasonably be made for psychotherapy students, as multiple interviews with experienced psychotherapists before being admitted to the training program ensure their ability to build trust and connection.

Of all practical components, supervision was considered most suitable for the online setting by the lecturers. This was attributed to it involving less emotional learning and more concrete knowledge transfer. These findings align well with a study by Gordon et al. (2015) who evaluated expert opinions on psychodynamic teaching, supervision, and therapy via videoconferencing. On a scale from “much less effective” to “no difference,” teaching, supervision, and therapy were all rated “slightly less effective” than face-to-face sessions, with supervision being rated as significantly more effective than teaching and therapy via videoconferencing. Moreover, participants rated that videoconference therapy is indicated when high-quality in person treatment is not accessible. Similarly, the lecturers in our study were open to conducting practical components of training online or in a hybrid format to ensure accessibility.



4.4 Potential strategies for enhancing online teaching and further perspectives

Despite the aforementioned challenges, our study also revealed opportunities for online teaching in psychotherapy training and strategies to overcome some of the mentioned difficulties. By emphasizing positive aspects and strategically applying these approaches, digital formats can be integrated into teaching in a meaningful and innovative way, particularly for those components of the psychotherapy curriculum identified by lecturers.

One notable advantage of online teaching is the increased convenience and improved time management it offers for both students and lecturers. Moreover, lecturers in our study observed that students felt more comfortable presenting online, as the home environment often reduced anxiety during presentations. However, while such an environment can help alleviate nervousness, it is essential to balance this with addressing avoidance behaviors (Lazos and Kredentser, 2021; Schaffler et al., 2023; Sobotka et al., 2024).

To fully realize the benefits of online teaching, a thoughtful and strategic approach to course design plays a crucial role (Baran et al., 2011; Martin et al., 2018; Van Wart et al., 2020). Research underscores that well-structured online courses can enhance engagement, build a sense of community, and promote learning outcomes. Effective course design should integrate dimensions of teaching presence, instructional support, interaction, connectedness, collaboration, and communication (Lee et al., 2011; Van Wart et al., 2020; Lucas and Vicente, 2023). In our study, lecturers reported positive experiences with interactive elements such as breakout rooms for small group discussions, group work, or role-play exercises to simulate therapeutic scenarios. They incorporated regular and movement breaks to alleviate cognitive and physical fatigue, set clear participation guidelines (e.g., requiring cameras to be on), addressed students personally during discussions, and fostered informal spaces for interaction before and after courses. These strategies not only enhanced the online learning experience but also addressed the relational dimension central to psychotherapy training.

Additionally, the adoption of online teaching practices requires comprehensive training for lecturers in pedagogical strategies suitable for the modality (Lucas and Vicente, 2023). The transition to online teaching during the COVID-19 pandemic often involved emergency remote teaching, characterized by improvised strategies designed to meet immediate needs (Hodges et al., 2020). As in many other higher education settings, lecturers at SFU had little if any prior experience with online teaching. Reports from various higher education institutions suggest a growing interest in maintaining online teaching formats even post-pandemic, provided that lecturers are adequately supported and trained (Guppy et al., 2022; Budde and Friedrich, 2024).

Our findings underscore blended learning approaches, which integrate the flexibility of online teaching and the relational depth of in-person learning, to hold promise for future psychotherapy training. By leveraging the strengths of both formats, such approaches can enhance accessibility while maintaining the experiential richness essential to developing therapeutic competencies.



4.5 Limitations and future directions

A limitation of this study lies in the structured nature of the interviews, which allowed limited scope for deeper exploration. The relatively small sample size restricts the generalizability of the findings. However, the heterogeneous sample offers a nuanced perspective on teaching experiences across various components of the curriculum.

The interviews were conducted between November 2022 and December 2023. Since then, lecturers’ technical expertise in online teaching may have improved, which should be considered when interpreting the results. Furthermore, the study focuses on emergency remote teaching implemented during the COVID-19 pandemic, which may differ from well-planned online teaching experiences. Future evaluations must recognize these distinctions to avoid conflating temporary crisis responses with intentionally designed online education (Hodges et al., 2020).

Lastly, the study did not specifically address the impact of online teaching on learning objectives or therapeutic skills development, and how these evolved over time. This aspect, along with the long-term effects of online teaching on both lecturers’ methods and students’ competencies, should be explored in future research, particularly in the context of practical psychotherapy training.




5 Conclusion

This study highlights the complex experiences of Psychotherapy Science lecturers with online teaching during the COVID-19 pandemic. While online teaching offered flexibility and worked well for theoretical components, individual self-experience, and supervision, significant challenges arose in fostering engagement, sustaining attention, and maintaining relational depth. The absence of non-verbal cues and shared physical spaces hindered connectedness and socio-emotional learning, particularly in practice-oriented courses and group self-experience.

Despite these challenges, the findings suggest that online formats can complement psychotherapy training when applied selectively and supported by thoughtful course design and lecturer training. A blended learning approach, integrating online and in-person teaching, appears most promising for balancing flexibility with the relational and experiential needs of psychotherapy training. Future research should focus on long-term adaptations and distinctions between emergency remote teaching and well-planned online learning.
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Theme

An emergency solution for an
emergency situation

Definition
Lecturers perceived online teaching as a necessary but
emotionally taxing response to the pandemic. They were

grateful for the possibility of continuity, but deeply
skeptical of its adequacy for psychotherapy training.

Excerpts

Lecturers described online teaching as “frustrating” (Interview 2),
“exhausting” (Interview 1) and “challenging” (Interviews 5, 10 and 12).
They experienced online teaching as an “emergency solution for an
emergency situation” (Interview 3).

Limited perception of students

Lecturers described that the online format diminished their
ability to read students’ non-verbal cues, making it harder
to sense engagement, shared understanding of the course
content, or emotional responses.

“You can’t see [.] the facial expressions very well, [.] how people are
feeling, whether someone is getting fidgety, whether someone is laughing,

whether my jokes are landing.” (Interview 3)

Reduced spontaneity

Lecturers reported a restricted ability to adapt course
content and flow to the students” needs in real-time. To
manage this, lecturers relied more heavily on pre-prepared

plans and rigid structures.

“You can’t change courses so flexibly and intuitively, [. ..] adapt them to
the situation, because the situation is a virtual one anyway.” (Interview 6)
“To be more confident [.] I planned it very precisely [.] that’s not the case

in face-to-face teaching.” (Interview 5)

Increased lecturer presence

Lecturers experienced online teaching as more one-sided,
requiring greater personal presence due to little student
feedback. They had to take on a more directive role to

maintain engagement.

“Materials that I normally use in two weekends, I used in one weekend
because there were no questions, there was no communication, and I
always had to talk and talk and talk and keep having information.”
(Interview 1)

“If a supervisee, someone in self-experience, or someone in a theory
seminar, wants to be passive, he can do that more easily. [.] You have to
approach him so actively, and almost a bit provocatively, that it is perhaps

sometimes an inhibition threshold for us therapists.” (Interview 5)

Limited “we”-feeling and
interaction among students

Lecturers reported that the online format did not enable the
development of a sense of togetherness among students.
This also influenced the overall learning atmosphere,
particularly in practical courses.

“There was a certain alienation, [.] there were no more conversations
during breaks, there were no more lunches together, everyone was
individually in their apartment and thus practically isolated.” (Interview
9)

This was particularly problematic “in group self-experience, where
something like a we-feeling should be evoked” (Interview 9) and led to

students being less willing to share their experiences.

Lack of a safe space and

professional setting

Lecturers observed that students frequently joined sessions
from inappropriate settings. This was perceived as
disrespectful and compromised the confidentiality and
sense of safety essential for practical psychotherapy
training.

Examples included students participating in sessions while on the
phone, conversing with people in the same room, or even attending
from public places. In some cases, students were “outside hiking,” “in the

public pool” (Interview 10) or “on a boat” (Interview 2) during courses.

Confrontation with one’s own
appearance

Some female lecturers reported that being constantly visible
on camera made them more self-aware, while some male

lecturers appreciated the opportunity for feedback.

“You have to be able to endure seeing yourself all the time [.] I think that
does something to you, in terms of self-image and self-esteem.” (Interview
4, Person 2)

One male lecturer had the feeling that the self-observation “rather

strengthened his self-confidence” (Interview 7).

Double focus’ in online
teaching and dealing with
technical challenges

Lecturers had to simultaneously manage technical demands
and student engagement, creating a taxing dual focus that

was particularly pronounced in hybrid settings.

“You focus doubly, you focus on the group that is now online, and you
focus on [.] does the technology work, is someone thrown out.” (Interview
5)

Lecturers reported that hybrid teaching posed “unique challenges, as it is
always difficult [.] to integrate the group or the people who are not part of
the face-to-face group well” (Interview 7).

Negative health effects and
concentration difficulties

Lecturers experienced physical discomfort and
concentration difficulties due to prolonged screen time and
sedentary teaching. These effects were especially

pronounced in long sessions.

“At one point, I thought I had a herniated disc because I had so much pain
[.] if you teach one hour or so, I don’t think it’s that dramatic, but teaching
16 units in a row online, I find incredibly exhausting.” (Interview 12)

It was “much, much more exhausting to stay focused” (Interview 12).

Suitability of online teaching
by course type

Most lecturers viewed online teaching as suitable for
theoretical and research-oriented courses, to some extent
also for supervision and individual self-experience.
However, they emphasized that teaching the
modality-specific methods and group self-experience

require in-person settings.

“I believe that online teaching, and the online setting in general, works
great where it’s really only or at least mainly about talking.” (Interview 4,
Person 2)

Lecturers reported that “hands-on practice of psychotherapeutic
situations” was “very difficult” (Interview 10) and in some cases
“impossible” (Interview 2) to do online.

“Sensing the other person in the therapeutic situation is something that, in

my opinion, is difficult to do in an online setting.” (Interview 10)
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Mean age (SD) 63.5 (10.86) 52.6 (12.03)
Sex 4 male, 4 female 3 male, 2 female
Previous experience Supervision via Zoom Moodle (n=2)
with teaching and WhatsApp (n=2)
technology
Therapeutic Systemic therapy (n = 3), Psychotherapy science
modality/disciplinary | individual psychology (n =2), sociology
background (n = 2), psychoanalysis (n =2), psychiatry

(n = 2), integrative gestalt (n=1)

therapy (n=1)

The table displays sociodemographic information and background characteristics of the
interviewed lecturers, divided by type of teaching (practical vs. theoretical courses).
“Therapeutic Modality/Disciplinary Background” refers to the primary professional orienta-
tion of the lecturers in their psychotherapeutic or academic work.
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