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{ Abstract

Background and Aim: With the expansion of communication technologies,
: psychotherapy services are increasingly delivered through in-person, online, and
: hybrid formats, each offering distinct experiences for clients. The present study
: aimed to comparatively explore clients’ lived experiences of in-person, online
: and hybrid psychotherapy using a descriptive phenomenological approach.
Research Methodology: The present study was conducted using a descriptive
i phenomenological approach in 2025 in the city of Tabriz. The participants
i consisted of 35 clients of psychotherapy services who were selected through
i purposive sampling and assigned to three groups: in-person (n = 11), online (n =
i 9), and hybrid (n = 15). Prior to participation in the study, clients had received
: psychotherapy services in one of these formats from licensed counseling and
: psychology professionals holding at least a doctoral degree. Data were collected
: through semi-structured interviews and analyzed using Colaizzi’s (1978)
: phenomenological method.

: Findings: Data analysis resulted in the identification of six themes: quality of
: the therapeutic relationship; clients’ emotional experiences; practical and
environmental factors; perceived effectiveness of the psychotherapy process;
i perceptions of the therapist’s role and the therapeutic process; and clients’ self-
i perceptions and personal changes. In-person psychotherapy was associated with
i deeper therapeutic relationships and a stronger sense of presence and empathy.
i Online psychotherapy facilitated accessibility and greater freedom of expression
: but was accompanied by technical limitations and reduced nonverbal
: communication. Hybrid psychotherapy provided a more balanced and flexible
: experience and contributed to continuity and stability in the counseling process.
: Conclusion: The findings indicate that each psychotherapy format has specific
face, ~Online, Hybrid, strengths and limitations; however, hybrid psychotherapy may serve as an
: effective approach for addressing diverse client needs and enhancing the
: effectiveness of psychotherapy services.
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Clients’ Lived Experiences of Face-to-Face, Online and Hybrid Psychotherapy: A Comparative Phenomenological Study

Extended Abstract

Introduction

The expansion of communication technologies has significantly transformed the delivery of psychotherapy
services, facilitating in-person, online and hybrid formats. Each modality offers unique opportunities and
constraints that shape clients’ lived experiences, influencing therapeutic engagement, emotional processing, and
personal growth. While prior research has often focused on the outcomes of psychotherapy, limited attention has
been given to clients’ comparative lived experiences across different service delivery modalities. The present
study aimed to explore and compare clients’ lived experiences of psychotherapy delivered in in-person, online,
and hybrid formats using a descriptive phenomenological framework.

Literature Review

Previous research has highlighted the pivotal role of psychotherapy in promoting mental health and preventing
the exacerbation of psychological disorders (Bondarenko et al., 2024). Numerous studies have demonstrated the
efficacy of in-person psychotherapy in alleviating symptoms of anxiety, depression, and behavioral disorders
(Chen, 2023). With the advancement of communication technologies, online and hybrid models of psychotherapy
have emerged, offering advantages such as increased accessibility, temporal and spatial flexibility, and broader
population coverage. However, questions remain regarding the quality of the therapeutic relationship and the
depth of engagement in these modalities (Zhao & Xu, 2025). Previous quantitative studies have primarily focused
on outcome indicators, such as symptom reduction or client satisfaction (Fomicheva et al., 2024), while the
comparative exploration of clients’ lived experiences across different modalities has received limited attention.
Qualitative investigations indicate that the therapeutic relationship, emotional experiences, and clients’
perceptions of personal change are central factors influencing psychotherapy effectiveness (Olfson et al., 2025).
Moreover, existing evidence underscores the significant role of cultural, social, and individual factors in shaping
clients’ experiences and perceptions of the therapeutic process (Kirkbride et al., 2024). Given the current gap in
comparative studies, examining clients’ lived experiences in in-person, online, and hybrid psychotherapy can
provide a deeper understanding of service quality, reveal the strengths and limitations of each modality, and offer
an evidence-based framework for optimizing psychotherapy practices in the digital era.

Methodology

This qualitative study adopted a descriptive phenomenological approach (Colaizzi, 1978) and was conducted in
2025 in Tabriz, Iran. Participants were purposefully selected based on the inclusion criteria of having received
counseling or psychotherapy services from professionals with at least a doctoral degree in counseling or
psychology, and prior engagement in one of the three modalities. The final sample comprised 35 clients distributed
across three groups: in-person (n = 11), online (n = 9), and hybrid (n = 15). Data were collected through in-depth
semi-structured interviews, focusing on participants’ experiences of the therapeutic relationship, emotional
responses, perceived effectiveness, the counselor’s role, and personal changes resulting from counseling.
Interviews lasted between 45 and 90 minutes and were audio-recorded with participants’ informed consent. Data
were analyzed according to Colaizzi’s seven-step method, including extraction of significant statements,
formulation of meanings, clustering of themes, and validation through participant review to ensure rigor and
credibility.

Results

Analysis of the interview data revealed six overarching themes, each encompassing modality-specific experience:
1. Quality of the Therapeutic Relationship: In-person psychotherapy facilitated direct, face-to-face interaction,
deeper trust, and enhanced non-verbal communication. Online psychotherapy offered greater convenience and
freedom of expression but was constrained by limited eye contact and non-verbal cues. Hybrid psychotherapy
combined the advantages of both modalities, providing a flexible and continuous therapeutic connection.

2. Emotional Experiences of Clients: In-person sessions were associated with greater emotional support, reduced
anxiety, and more rapid therapeutic change. Online sessions enabled clients to express themselves more freely yet
elicited mixed or ambivalent emotional responses. Hybrid sessions fostered gradual and sustained emotional
adjustment, promoting continuity and adaptability.

3. Practical and Environmental Considerations: In-person sessions posed time, location, and financial
limitations. Online psychotherapy enhanced accessibility and reduced logistical constraints but occasionally
presented technical difficulties and environmental distractions. Hybrid psychotherapy allowed optimal time
management, reduced limitations, and increased client satisfaction.

4. Perceived Therapeutic Effectiveness: Clients reported deeper, more intensive change in in-person
psychotherapy. Online psychotherapy yielded moderate effectiveness dependent on the quality of interaction and
technology. Hybrid psychotherapy achieved balanced outcomes, facilitating both substantial therapeutic progress
and sustained engagement.
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5. Perceived Role of the Counselor and Therapeutic Process: In-person psychotherapy emphasized the
counselor’s interpersonal attributes, empathy, and direct feedback. Online psychotherapy required proficiency in
technology, verbal communication, and flexible structuring of sessions. Hybrid psychotherapy necessitated
counselor adaptability to integrate both in-person and virtual modalities effectively.

6. Clients’ Self-Perception and Personal Change: In-person psychotherapy fostered self-awareness, cognitive
restructuring, and personal growth. Online psychotherapy enabled independent reflection and gradual change,
while hybrid psychotherapy supported sustained development, combining the depth of in-person therapy with the
autonomy and flexibility of online sessions.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings indicate that each psychotherapy modality presents unique strengths and limitations. In-person
psychotherapy offers deep relational and therapeutic experiences; online psychotherapy enhances accessibility
and expressive freedom; and hybrid psychotherapy provides a balanced, flexible, and sustainable approach.
Practically, hybrid psychotherapy emerges as an effective modality capable of addressing diverse client needs,
optimizing therapeutic engagement, and enhancing overall treatment outcomes. The study underscores the
importance of modality-specific training for psychotherapists, infrastructure development for online services, and
the design of hybrid programs that integrate initial in-person sessions with subsequent online follow-ups to
maximize therapeutic continuity and client satisfaction.
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