Relational and Embodied Processes in Online Psychotherapy: Perspectives of Creative Arts Therapies Trainees

Abstract
Background: The expansion of online psychotherapy has fundamentally altered therapeutic presence, emotional communication, and embodied attunement. This transition is particularly complex in Creative Arts Therapies (CAT), where therapeutic engagement traditionally relies on shared physical space, nonverbal interaction, and material expression. The objective of this study was to explore how digital mediation reshapes relational, embodied, and affective processes in CAT clinical training, examining how therapeutic presence is reconfigured through a screen.
Methods: In-depth, semi-structured interviews were conducted with 24 CAT trainees across four modalities (visual art, bibliotherapy, psychodrama, and dance movement therapy) with experience in remote clinical practice and training. Data were collected over a four-year period marked by multiple transitions to online formats against the backdrop of global and national crises, and analyzed using inductive qualitative content analysis. 
Findings: Three major themes emerged: (1) the physical environment as a vital "laboratory" for experiential learning in arts therapies; (2) the reorganization of communication processes and group dynamics online; and (3) the transformation of embodiment and therapeutic presence within digital settings. While participants noted a loss of bodily synchrony and multisensory cues, they actively developed adapted forms of digital presence, explicit relational coordination, and somatic awareness.
Conclusion: The findings suggest that the transition to digitally mediated psychotherapy and online training should be understood not primarily as a process of loss, but as a structural reconfiguration of relational and embodied practice. The study advances current conceptualizations of therapeutic presence in digital environments and highlights the need to develop core competencies that prepare CAT practitioners for nuanced, embodied engagement within hybrid clinical settings.
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Introduction
The integration of digitally mediated environments into mental health care represents a structural shift in contemporary psychotherapy, reorganizing core aspects of therapeutic presence, emotional communication, and embodied attunement. This transformation is particularly profound in Creative Arts Therapies (CAT), where implicit, somatic, and expressive processes traditionally depend on a shared physical environment. Translating action-based, symbolic modalities—such as visual art, dance/movement therapy (DMT), bibliotherapy, and psychodrama—onto a two-dimensional screen alters the sensory and relational boundaries of the clinical field. Grounded in trainees' lived experiences, this qualitative study explores how practitioners navigate these digital spaces, adapt expressive practices, and actively renegotiate therapeutic presence and emotional resonance within an evolving clinical landscape.
Creative and Expressive Processes in the Creative Arts Therapies
CAT is used as an umbrella term for several therapeutic professions which utilize creative and expressive processes to allow individuals to express themselves through various art forms and enhance their psychological well-being (Malchiodi, 2020, 2023; de Witte et al., 2021). Within a psychotherapeutic framework, CATs are purposefully applied through various modalities, including visual art therapy, DMT, psychodrama and drama therapy, poetry and bibliotherapy, and music therapy (Shafir et al., 2020; de Witte et al., 2021). While often used interchangeably with CAT, 'expressive arts therapy' refers to an integrative approach, employing multiple art forms consecutively or simultaneously within the therapeutic process (Malchiodi, 2018).
The various CAT modalities are distinguished from one another by their unique therapeutic qualities. Specifically,‏ visual art therapy is characterized by the physical act of artmaking, which enables sensory and kinesthetic engagement, as well as by symbolic and metaphorical expression and externalization through its ability to translate internal feelings into external objects (Durrani, 2021; López Fernández-Cao & Serrano Navarro, 2025). In a similar vein, DMT uses movement and embodied expression as the primary language for therapeutic intervention, employing mechanisms such as somatic mirroring and embodied attunement, co-regulation, symbolic movement, interoceptive awareness, grounding, breathwork, body memory integration, and improvisation (Dieterich-Hartwell & Melsom, 2022; Lauffenburger, 2020; Shuper Engelhard, 2018; Tomaszewski et al., 2023; Vaisvaser, 2025; Vulcan et al., 2026). In text-based interventions, bibliotherapy employs literary texts as relational spaces for processing emotional experiences. Engagement with the text enables projection, identification, and symbolic distancing, fostering emotional resonance, self-reflection, and meaning making (Liao et al., 2025; Öztemiz & Tekindal, 2025). Contemporary approaches frame the text as a transformative object for reconstructing experience and identity (Vaknin & Dunsky, 2025). Music therapy utilizes musical practices—such as songwriting, improvisation, and listening—to facilitate creative expression and integrate experiences into a coherent narrative (Bensimon, 2022; de Witte et al., 2021; Romito et al., 2013), allowing individuals to reconnect with their healthy self and improve their well-being. Finally, the therapeutic process in drama-based therapies (psychodrama and drama therapy) is facilitated through experiential dramatic dynamics that utilize enactment, storytelling, role-playing, improvisation, projection and distancing, interpersonal support, and therapeutic rituals to enhance spontaneity, creativity, and flexibility (Jennings, 2017, 2024; Landy, 2017; Orkibi, 2018; Orkibi et al., 2014, 2025; Ron, 2018, 2022).
Beyond their distinct qualities, it is the integration of creative and expressive processes that distinguishes CAT modalities from other psychotherapeutic approaches. Johnson (2009) defines it as the creative-expressive paradigm underlying the creative arts. The creative-expressive process facilitates the symbolization of complex experiences, providing a platform to narrate conflicts and promote meaning-making (Johnson, 2009; Shafir et al., 2020). By merging traditional therapeutic techniques with artistic methods, CATs address affective layers beyond the reach of conventional psychotherapy, accessing implicit, nonverbal, embodied memory and bypassing the limitations of verbal processing (Dieterich-Hartwell, 2017; Levine & Land, 2016; Malchiodi, 2018, 2020; Ron & Yanai, 2021).
Central to the CAT-based transformative process is the therapeutic relationship and, in many cases, the group dimension and peer interaction. These are characterized by a supportive structure that enables human encounter, sharing, empathy, trust, a sense of belonging, and relatedness, providing a safe space for a gradual process of shedding defenses, self-exploration, and transformation (Bensimon et al., 2012; Jennings, 2017, 2024; Jewell & Camden-Pratt, 2023; Riabzev & Bensimon, 2023; Ron, 2018; Shuper Engelhard & Vulcan, 2022).
In Israel, CAT is well-established across six modalities: visual art, DMT, psychodrama, drama therapy, music, and bibliotherapy (Regev & Lev-Wiesel, 2016). Professional recognition requires a master's degree in arts therapy from an accredited institution, integrating theoretical knowledge with clinical experience within a specific modality (Orkibi, 2012). Central to the training process is immersive experiential learning, wherein trainees undergo personal emotional processing and meaning making. This dimension is vital for forming a professional identity, as it integrates creative practice with clinical understanding to develop therapeutic presence and embodied knowing (Gavron & Orkibi, 2021; Orkibi, 2012; Vulcan, 2013).
Online Psychotherapy and the Transformation of Therapeutic Presence 
The landscape of mental health care has undergone significant transformation due to rapid technological developments (Mercadal Rotger & Cabré, 2022; Siddaway et al., 2022; Torous & Wykes, 2024). Online therapy, also referred to as telepsychology or telemental health care, involves delivering psychological interventions through digital communication platforms such as videoconferencing, telephone, and messaging (Rochlen et al., 2004). The proliferation of smartphones and platforms such as Zoom and WhatsApp facilitated this transition, while the COVID-19 pandemic accelerated its integration into routine clinical care (Sablone et al., 2024). Consequently, online therapy has become a central structural development in contemporary psychotherapy (Barker & Barker, 2022).
Face-to-face psychotherapy has traditionally been considered the gold standard, based on the premise that physical co-presence supports relational depth and therapeutic alliance (Markowitz & Milrod, 2020). However, the pandemic necessitated a rapid global shift to remote therapy (Pierce et al., 2021), generating extensive research into its feasibility and impact.
The provision of psychological care at a distance actually predates digital technologies; earlier modalities such as telephone counseling demonstrated that meaningful therapeutic engagement could occur without physical co-presence (Sablone et al., 2024). In the early twenty-first century, internet-based interventions expanded significantly, supported by evidence of effectiveness, accessibility, and cost efficiency, leading to what Andersson (2019) described as the institutionalization of digital care (Andersson et al., 2014; Fernandez et al., 2021).
Research reviews indicate that online interventions often yield outcomes comparable to face-to-face psychotherapy (Fernandez et al., 2021; Andrews et al., 2024). A central construct in this context is the therapeutic alliance, consistently identified as a strong predictor of treatment outcomes (Flückiger et al., 2018). Studies examining alliances in digital contexts suggest that ratings in videoconferencing therapy do not significantly differ from in-person settings (Kaiser et al., 2021; Seuling et al., 2024). These findings challenge earlier concerns that online therapy inherently compromises relational quality.
Despite comparable outcomes, therapists frequently report obstacles in digitally mediated environments, including difficulties in interpreting nonverbal cues, managing technological disruptions, and sustaining empathic attunement. This cumulative strain may lead to a phenomenon often termed “Zoom fatigue,” reflecting increased cognitive and emotional effort in digital interaction (Aafjes-Van Doorn et al., 2024; Leuchtenberg et al., 2023).  Beyond these clinical difficulties, the expansion of online therapy has generated ethical and professional challenges regarding privacy, data protection, and digital inequality, as underserved or older populations may face barriers to accessing digital services (Abraham et al., 2021; Martinez-Martin et al., 2020; Sablone et al., 2024). Addressing accessibility and equity has therefore become a key consideration in the implementation of digital therapy.
The rapid shift to online practice has exposed gaps in practitioner training and regulatory frameworks (Geller, 2020). Even prior to the pandemic, many therapists reported insufficient preparedness for digital complexities and emergency management, highlighting the need for specialized training (Sablone et al., 2024). Accordingly, professional organizations have long emphasized the importance of developing competencies specific to online therapy and integrating them into professional training (Anthony, 2015). Research indicates that although therapists' professional satisfaction is initially less stable than patient satisfaction due to unfamiliarity with digital platforms (Siddaway et al., 2022), their attitudes tend to become more positive as they gain experience (Ivey & Denmeade, 2023; Korman-Hacohen et al., 2023). This evolution underscores the value of experiential learning in facilitating adaptation to digitally mediated practice.
Consequently, training programs increasingly incorporate competencies related to online therapeutic work, including adapting interventions, structuring sessions in digital environments, and cultivating relational presence through mediated communication (Green et al., 2023; Shamri-Zeevi & Katz, 2021; Villarreal-Davis et al., 2020). Training in this domain extends beyond technical skills and requires the development of clinical sensitivity to limited sensory input and the maintenance of relational continuity despite physical separation.
Existing literature suggests that digitally mediated therapy reorganizes core aspects of the therapeutic encounter (Bizzari, 2022; García et al., 2022; Geller, 2020), including shared space, interpersonal communication, and bodily presence (Bizzari, 2022; García et al., 2022). These transformations are particularly relevant in contexts where embodied interaction is central, such as CAT (Malchiodi, 2020; de Witte et al., 2021), and therefore raise questions that extend beyond technical adaptation toward the nature of therapeutic presence itself.
A growing consensus supports hybrid models integrating online and face-to-face therapy as a sustainable future direction (Torous & Wykes, 2024). These models combine accessibility and flexibility with relational depth and may be particularly relevant for diverse populations and settings. Realizing this potential requires continued investment in training, infrastructure, and research examining how therapeutic processes are maintained and transformed within digitally mediated contexts.
Taken together, the literature reviewed thus far suggests that the transition to online psychotherapy entails not merely a change in delivery format, but a reorganization of core therapeutic processes, including relational attunement, communication, and the experience of presence. However, while these transformations have been widely examined in the context of clinical practice, their implications for professional training remain comparatively underexplored. This gap is particularly significant in CATs, where training itself is grounded in embodied, experiential, and relational processes.
Embodiment, Presence, and Affective Communication in Online Psychotherapy 
The integration of online psychotherapy into routine clinical practice has required a reconfiguration of the therapeutic encounter (Bizzari, 2022; Schiller et al., 2025). This transition, accelerated by crisis conditions, rather than theoretical development, compelled clinicians to adapt embodied and relational practices to digital environments under conditions of urgency (Békés & Doorn, 2020; Peart et al., 2022). Longitudinal findings suggest that while therapists initially reported concerns regarding relational depth, perceptions of therapeutic alliance and effectiveness stabilized over time as both therapists and clients adapted to digitally mediated interaction (Stefan et al., 2021).
Contemporary perspectives progressively conceptualize psychotherapy as an embodied and intercorporeal process in which posture, gesture, rhythm, breathing, and affective tone contribute to attunement and co-regulation within the therapeutic dyad (Bizzari, 2022; García et al., 2022). Within this view, therapeutic presence refers to the clinician’s grounded and receptive embodied availability within the relational field (Geller, 2020). Recent scholarship further highlights embodied perception and interaffective processes as central to therapeutic change (Bizzari, 2022; García et al., 2022; Schiller et al., 2025).
Digital mediation reshapes these embodied processes by altering the sensory, spatial, and temporal conditions of interaction. Therapists and clients no longer share a physical environment but meet within a technologically mediated field, conceptualized as a digital extension of the psychotherapeutic field (Schiller et al., 2025). The reduction of interaction to predominantly visual and auditory channels may fragment bodily perception and alter continuity of shared presence (García et al., 2022; Popper-Giveon & Keshet, 2024). Such disruptions may be particularly meaningful given the established role of nonverbal synchrony and coordinated bodily movement in therapeutic alliance and therapeutic process (Ramseyer & Tschacher, 2011). The frequently described “talking heads” phenomenon restricts access to full-body cues and subtle bodily shifts (Schiller et al., 2025), while micro-delays and disruptions in rhythm may alter temporal coordination and pacing within interaction (García et al., 2022). At the same time, embodiments persist in transformed ways. Therapists and clients may rely more heavily on facial expression, gaze, and vocal tone, while digital interfaces introduce new forms of visibility and self-monitoring (Ferguson, 2023; Popper-Giveon & Keshet, 2024; Schiller et al., 2025). Some studies suggest that online environments may render aspects of embodiment more explicit than in face-to-face interaction (Osborne, 2026; Schiller et al., 2025).
Online contexts undeniably introduce challenges to therapeutic presence, including environmental distraction, technological disruption, and reduced access to nonverbal cues (Geller, 2020; Leuchtenberg et al., 2023). Studies nevertheless indicate that therapists may cultivate presence through preparation, intentional structuring of the frame, explicit relational coordination (Korman-Hacohen et al., 2023; Pires et al., 2025), and forms of environmental containment.
Closely linked to these dynamics of presence, affective communication in online therapy has become an expanding focus of attention. Facial expression, gaze, vocal tone, and rhythm remain central channels for conveying emotional meaning (Del Giacco et al., 2020), while full-body posture and micro-movements may become less accessible (Lin & Anderson, 2024). Technological disruptions may interrupt conversational flow, and moments of silence may be ambiguously interpreted as technical failure rather than reflective pause (Eve, 2023). These shifts suggest that affective communication online increasingly depends on the active interpretation and coordination of reduced and technologically mediated sensory channels.
When moving beyond the dyad, digital group settings introduce further complexities to these embodied and relational processes. The absence of shared physical space may reduce immediacy, spontaneous interaction, and opportunities for cross-participant attunement (Bizzari, 2022; Pires et al., 2025). Therapists may therefore rely on increased structuring and sequencing of activities to support continuity and reciprocity within the group process (Biro-Hannah, 2021). At the same time, studies suggest that online group settings may also facilitate experiences of connection and shared presence, particularly during periods of crisis and social isolation (Bianchi et al., 2022).
Across CATs, action-based modalities demonstrate considerable adaptability within digitally mediated environments. In online psychodrama, techniques such as role reversal and soliloquy have been modified for remote interaction (Pires et al., 2025). Similarly, online dance movement therapy has incorporated adaptations emphasizing micro-movements, self-touch, and proximal bodily awareness (Garcia-Medrano, 2021; Lotan-Mesika et al., 2021; Shuper Engelhard & Vulcan, 2022). Such adaptations illustrate ongoing efforts to sustain embodied and action-based therapeutic processes under altered sensory, perceptual, and relational conditions.
While existing literature illuminates how these digital transformations unfold within clinical practice, comparatively less attention has been given to how they are experienced within training contexts. Given the emphasis on embodied participation, experiential learning, and nonverbal relational processes within CAT training, online settings provide a particularly relevant context for examining how therapeutic presence, embodiment, and relational engagement are experienced under digitally mediated conditions.
Against this backdrop, the current study explores how the transition to online environments reshapes core relational, embodied, and affective processes within CAT. Specifically, it was guided by the following research question: How do CAT trainees experience and make sense of transitioning to online platforms as part of their clinical practice and training? 
Method
[bookmark: _GoBack]The study is based on 24 in-depth interviews with CAT trainees, all of whom had completed at least one semester of both online learning and remote clinical practice. The interviews were conducted over a four-year period, capturing several transitions to online training due to disruptive macro-events, including the COVID-19 pandemic and the geopolitical escalation following the outbreak of Israel’s war in Gaza in October 2023. This time-frame made it possible to examine experiences arising during different stages of transition, adaptation, and continued engagement with remote learning and clinical work. An inductive qualitative design was adopted to enable patterns of meaning to develop through close and iterative engagement with participants’ accounts, rather than through the application of predetermined conceptual categories. 
Research Population
The study included 24 trainees (20 women and four men) enrolled in a graduate-level CAT program in Israel, which combines academic study with three years of supervised clinical training. Participants represented different stages of training and clinical placement and were equally distributed across four disciplines: visual art therapy, dance movement therapy (DMT), bibliotherapy, and psychodrama (six from each). They were recruited through an open call, and participation was voluntary and independent of coursework, supervision, or evaluation. All participants experienced rapid transitions to online learning and clinical practice during the course of their training, including varying combinations of online coursework, experiential learning, supervision, and clinical placements depending on their stage of training.
Interviews
The interviews were semi-structured and included preformulated questions related to the research, with space left for the interviewee's individual story and for additional issues that arose during the interview. Each interview consisted of two main parts: the first was more open and focused on the interviewee's individual story and lived experiences; the second part introduced more focused questions addressing the core topics of the study. This structure balanced open, participant-driven exploration with focused thematic inquiry (Berg, 2004; Kvale, 1996). The interviews were conducted via Zoom by four members of the research team, each representing one of the four CAT modalities included in the study. All sessions were audio-recorded, and fully transcribed for analysis.
Data Analysis 
To systematically analyze the transcripts, several stages of Qualitative Content Analysis (QCA) were undertaken, utilizing inductive thematic coding (Berg, 2004; Forman & Damschroder, 2007; Vaismoradi & Snelgrove, 2019). First, a thematic coding was performed on each interview. Meaning units (condensed text segments carrying specific insights) served as the primary units of analysis, while the entire transcript was concurrently treated as a holistic unit. This dual focus enabled the necessary breakdown of the interview into specific units of content while retaining the ability to see them within their original context (Berg, 2004).
Next, these meaning units were grouped into common categories. Through iterative readings of the transcripts, the number of categories was refined as similar categories were combined, and the focus shifted to those that emerged as most relevant. These categories were scrutinized again to assess their centrality (repeated appearances across interviews), the connections between them, and core research question  (Stock & Ron, 2023; Roth, 2005). This analytical process yielded the major thematic categories presented in the findings section.
Findings
Three major thematic categories emerged from the interviews: (1) the encounter with arts therapies within the physical space; (2) communication processes and group dynamics in the transition to the digital space; and (3) the body and presence in the digital space.
The Encounter with Arts Therapies within the Physical Space
Participants described their initial encounter with CAT during their training as a transformative experience unfolding along two central axes: art and therapy. Along the art axis, the rediscovery of creative processes elicited new insights into the therapeutic power of art. Engagement in the shared creative space through metaphor and imagery enhanced participants’ understanding of the symbolic dimensions of the creative process, and the role of art as a liminal space between internal and external worlds; in this space, the self is transformed and there is potential for movement between visual imagery and personal narrative.
For instance, G., a visual art therapy trainee, described her re-engagement with creative processes as sparking new and surprising insights regarding the therapeutic power of art as a realm for revitalizing creativity and a medium for self-expression:
“I rediscovered art from two directions. It was kind of a surprise for me to realize the therapeutic power of art [...] and also amazing to discover that I myself was reconnecting with art to create, to bring something that expresses who I am [...] the experience is very personal and immersive.”
Similarly, L., a bibliotherapy trainee, described the discovery of the symbolic power of art during the very first exercise of his training. By entering the group space—navigating a collective fantasy where metaphors and imagery allowed each participant to find their place within the 'group sea'—L. gained a deeper understanding of the process of symbolization. He was moved by the experience of art as an intermediate space between the internal and the external—a realm where personal narratives undergo transformation, enabling a transition from visual to narrative text: 
“I remember that our studies began with an experiential exercise of creating a 'shared sea.' Everyone added something to it, and we worked extensively with symbols, metaphors, and colors. The revelation for me was that everything contains a text, there’s a story in everything. That in itself was an exciting experience, it expanded my ability to look at what a text is.”
Participants’ accounts suggest that experiential learning during training was perceived as a dual process, involving both the acquisition of therapeutic knowledge and techniques, and personal and emotional growth. Their descriptions indicate that experiential learning created a safe and contained “laboratory” space that allowed for self-disclosure, emotional processing, and the gradual shedding of their defenses. This “laboratory” served as an invitation to surrender to an inner process, which enabled not only cognitive learning but also a meaningful connection to the inner self. This process, in turn, contributed to the initial formation of the trainees’ professional identities as therapists, integrating their personal creative experiences with profound therapeutic insight. E., a psychodrama trainee, reflected on this experience as follows:
“In all the experiences we had, we got this really strong 'boom' of just how powerful art is. I felt it was a double gain—that I was being taught the tools and also experiencing them myself [...] little by little I managed to shed my defenses. I saw that the story reminded me of something significant about myself, like entering a kind of laboratory, a process that invites depth and inner exploration.”
D., a dance and movement therapy (DMT) trainee, also described her experience in terms of entering a 'laboratory':
“The first semester was very meaningful for me, and very intense, and I really felt I was going through some kind of personal process. And I’m referring mainly to experiential learning within the training. It’s like entering a kind of laboratory.”
The findings also highlight the critical role of the physical environment in shaping the CAT training experience. Beyond logistical purposes, the organized physical space proved to be an integral component of the training. Participants described how a spacious setting, along with opportunities for movement and physical contact within the group, fostered openness, bodily awareness, and emotional processing, thereby enhancing the depth of the experiential learning process. T., another DMT trainee, described how the opportunity to be present, touch, and move together in physical space impacted her relationships with peers, her internal attunement, her daily experience, and her personal and professional growth:
“The experience of the physical space, it’s so much fun, the feeling that there’s a place to go to and its very spacious, and it’s physically enabling. The experience of a group moving together in space, the experience of physical touch. I found it easy to connect to anything that involved body and movement, to listen to my body, and a lot of content emerged. I felt that the training days really filled me up."
To conclude, the findings indicate that the physical and experiential space played a significant role in supporting the participants' encounter with CAT within their training, as well as in facilitating processes of emotional vulnerability, internal processing, and the development of professional identity.
communication processes and group dynamics in the transition to the digital space 
The findings indicate a significant impairment in the emotional qualities of the encounter following the transition to distance learning in the CAT training. Participants described feelings of emotional distance, disruption in the continuity of experience, and difficulty in creating a vivid and authentic emotional connection within the digital space. Screen-based communication was frequently viewed as limiting chances for genuine emotional bonding and often failed to provoke a personal emotional response. At a broader level, beyond the concrete experience of the encounter itself, participants expressed a more fundamental concern regarding the implications of communication technologies for human relationships and for human culture more generally. Subconscious elements of face-to-face communication play a key role in forming emotional connections, yet these aspects are difficult to reproduce or communicate through virtual settings. N., a bibliotherapy trainee, describes the harm to the non-conscious dimensions of the encounter and her concern about the expansion of processes of emotional disconnection in screen-mediated reality:
"There’s something about an in-person encounter that can’t be flattened. There’s so much that’s unconscious and can only happen when meeting face-to-face. Things we’re not even fully aware of, and those things are impaired when you become just a figure on a screen. I hope the world isn’t heading in that direction: it could really harm relationships. I’m thinking of Japanese society, where people marry dolls; it’s horrifying." 
In addition to the disruption of emotional continuity and interpersonal resonance, the findings indicate a structural shift in the organization and expression of emotional experience in the online space, manifesting across two complementary dimensions: time and emotional expression. Sharing time was seen as an ongoing, extended activity that required individuals to be present for prolonged periods and to exercise self-control throughout. Lengthy delays and waiting periods often weakened individuals’ connection to their own experiences and sometimes resulted in emotional exhaustion. In the dimension of emotional expression, the restriction of communicative channels and the absence of tone, gesture, and bodily presence reduced the quality of expression, impaired spontaneity and emotional nuance, and made it more difficult to convey complexity and a sense of authenticity. Accordingly, L., a psychodrama trainee, articulates the combined toll of temporal exhaustion and constrained expression: 
"We did an exercise at home and then everyone had to share […] By the time my turn came, an hour and twenty minutes had passed, and I just couldn’t anymore. Instead of explaining yourself, expressing yourself, having others understand your meaning from your tone of voice […] you’ve reduced your response to a few written lines. I felt, in some way, castrated."
An additional and distinct aspect that emerged from the findings concerns the impairment of the dimensions of action and direct confrontation, which constitute core components of group and therapeutic processes in the training of arts therapists. In the online space, the possibility of immediately discontinuing one’s presence in the encounter alters the conditions of engagement and involvement within the group relationship. Choosing to withdraw from the encounter lessens group engagement, weakens sociometric connections, and limits opportunities for managing emotional tension, conflict, or difficult experiences in growth processes. Consequently, group discussions tend to focus on avoiding issues and being overly regulated, which may create an environment that feels safer and more controlled. However, this also leads to a lack of emotional richness, dynamism, and opportunities for genuine transformation. G., another psychodrama trainee, recounts this sense of relational deficit: 
"That important feeling is just not there. What are we even doing here? Where’s the playing? […] On Zoom, if I’m not in the mood, I click on a button and turn off my camera. But in a face-to-face meeting, you can’t do that, you just can’t; we’re constantly confronting each other. " 
Furthermore, the findings indicate that the transition to the digital space generated an ambivalent group dynamic, characterized by the simultaneous emergence of processes of closeness alongside processes of distancing. On the one hand, the dissolution of physical spatial arrangement and the disappearance of visible sociometric markers reduced hierarchies and rigid relational patterns. Some participants felt that having everyone visible on one screen promoted a sense of equality, togetherness, and openness within the group. The blurring of distinctions between near and far, inside and outside, allowed for new forms of closeness that were not dependent on physical location or bodily presence. T., a visual art therapy trainee, highlights this unexpected shift toward cohesion: 
"All those issues of who sits next to whom, who’s far, who’s close, who’s more ‘in,’ who’s more ‘out’—they simply disappeared. Paradoxically, it actually created something more cohesive and unified. Everyone is on the same screen. It lowers my defenses a bit."
On the other hand, the same digital space generated for other participants an experience of distancing, disappearance, and difficulty in participation. Participants described how group members, particularly those characterized by caution or shyness, struggled to express themselves on the online platform and became absorbed into the digital space. This process led to an erosion of the sense of mutual presence and to a weakening of group relationships, to the point of a tangible experience of disappearance from the discourse and the shared experience. G., a DMT trainee, described this experience as follows:
"I really feel that there are people in the group who find it more challenging to share on this platform […] If someone was very cautious or shy by nature, Zoom just swallows them up. Some group members just disappeared from me."
This tension between closeness and distancing converged for many participants into an ongoing experience of group stagnation. The transition to digital space was not perceived as directly damaging existing relationships, but rather as inhibiting the process of group development. Since there was no dynamic movement, confrontation, or development of deeper emotions, the group stayed static; relationships were preserved but did not progress. Accordingly, R., bibliotherapy trainee, illustrates this developmental stagnation, noting: 
"The group stopped developing. It wasn’t ruined; it just stayed where it was. I felt like our group just got stuck […] Our group process just got stuck and didn’t continue to develop because of it." 
In conclusion, the findings indicate that the transition to the digital space in CAT training undermined the emotional qualities of the encounter through the disruption of experiential continuity, emotional distancing, and a reduction in interpersonal resonance and non-conscious dimensions of connection. At the same time, a shift occurred in the organization and expression of emotional experience, manifested in emotional fatigue resulting from a linear temporal structure and in constrained emotional expression due to the absence of bodily presence, action, and confrontation. At the group level, digital dynamics oscillated between experiences of equality and closeness and experiences of distancing, disappearance, and stagnation, which impeded processes of group development and therapeutic deepening. 
Embodiment and Presence in the Digital Space
The findings illuminate the central role of embodied presence in CAT, foregrounding the profound disruption experienced when moving to the digital space. Across modalities, participants described a strong sense of loss related to the absence of physical co-presence, which they felt undermined both therapeutic depth and learning processes. The digital format was experienced as reducing the body to a fragmented presence—often limited to the face or upper torso—thereby constraining the capacity to attune to others as a whole. Accordingly, T, a DMT trainee, highlighted how Zoom-based interactions deprived her of essential, subtle bodily signals, noting the acute absence of breath, posture, and the sensory sounds of movement within the shared environment:
“When I meet a client in the room, I sense their body, their breath. I even hear how they move outside the room. How they sound and move on their way in, on their way out. That’s something that is really lacking in Zoom-based therapy.” 
Similarly, A., a psychodrama trainee, reflected on the difficulty of forming a meaningful sense of the other when bodily information is largely unavailable. Seeing only the other person’s face was experienced as insufficient for grasping emotional tone, relational stance, and embodied meaning, all of which are integral to therapeutic understanding:
“How can you even begin to understand who’s sitting with you when all you see is their head? You don’t see their body language, their clothing, you don’t really hear their voice. The physical dimension is really missing.” 
The participants emphasize the physical aspect as a core requirement for fostering connection, empathetic understanding, and a strong therapeutic stance and presence. Over time, this ongoing bodily absence was described as emotionally taxing. N., a bibliotherapy trainee, described how the complete and continuous displacement of physical presence by digital mediums transforms the nature of the therapeutic encounter from a living relationship into a depleted experience:
“Over time, it takes a toll. If it’s just a short-term thing, or if there’s already a relationship and you’re just maintaining it, that’s fine. But when it replaces a real, lively connection with an actual person, and even the bodily aspect becomes one-dimensional, that’s going too far; you’re eliminating the body from the equation.”
While the sense of bodily loss was shared across all modalities, its impact manifested differently depending on the core practices of each therapeutic approach. DMT trainees described discomfort when asked to move in front of a camera, often experiencing self-consciousness, exposure, and alienation from their own bodies. R. Spoke of the awkwardness and embarrassment involved in “dancing for a computer,” highlighting the tension between movement as a relational, shared experience, and its reduction to a mediated, screen-based act: 
“Doing movement-work on Zoom is very embarrassing […] Imagine that I’m dancing now and I ask you, ‘Come, dance for me.’ You’re standing in front of the camera and dancing. I felt genuinely embarrassed by this strange situation of dancing for a computer. It’s extremely awkward for all of us to stand together in front of the camera and dance.”
In psychodrama, the loss was most acutely felt in relation to sociometric processes and live action. G. emphasized that the absence of physical proximity and group energy disrupted transference dynamics, confrontation, and the capacity to engage directly with others: 
“You don’t feel the client, where’s the transference […] That all-important ‘feeling’ is missing, and missing the most were the sociometric relationships and the ability to say things as they are, even if it’s painful. The sociometric dimension, in all its aspects, cannot exist on Zoom.” 
Visual art therapy trainees, by contrast, focused on the disappearance of materiality. The absence of a shared studio space and tactile engagement with art materials led to diminished motivation and creative inhibition. E. described this experience as follows:
“The art just disappeared […] I just didn’t feel like it. There was a lot of resistance to creating, to engaging with art materials.” 
In bibliotherapy, the disruption centered on emotional containment and intimacy. Sharing deeply personal texts from within one’s home environment was experienced as unsettling. E. described how emotionally charged material remained “at home”, blurring boundaries between the learning space and private life, and altering the emotional setting of the work:
“Zoom is somewhat distant and cold, especially given the intimate content we deal with. Suddenly I’m sharing a parental statement from my childhood, while I’m at home—and I’m left with it at home, it doesn’t leave the room, something in the emotional setting gets disrupted.” 
Taken together, these accounts indicate that embodiment, materiality, and shared physical space, core elements across CAT, were significantly compromised in the digital transition. This resulted in a sense of emotional constriction, distance, and a perceived loss of therapeutic authenticity.
While the shift to online work initially evoked feelings of loss, alienation, and confusion among trainees, the findings indicate a gradual process of adjustment. Participants’ narratives point to a gradual transformation in how the body and presence were understood and experienced online. As experience accumulated, attention shifted from what was no longer possible toward discovering alternative modes of embodied presence within the digital medium. G., a DMT trainee, described how practical engagement with remote therapeutic work enabled her to gradually overcome anxiety and uncertainty, learning “through doing” how to hold the therapeutic process online.
“At first, I really didn’t feel like I knew what to do, how to hold it all together. I had to overcome the anxiety... A lot of the learning was made possible through the actual therapeutic work on Zoom.”
Similarly, D., a psychodrama trainee, reflected on a slow movement from resistance toward an experiential realization that meaningful work could, in fact, take place in the digital setting:
“I learned as I went along. I started out resistant, and it took me time to realize, or more precisely, to experience that it was possible.” 
One of the most frequently noted new dimensions was the presence of the on-screen mirror. Seeing one’s own image introduced a novel form of bodily self-awareness, allowing participants to observe themselves in real time. For some, this literal mirroring opened unexpected opportunities for reflection and learning. A., a DMT trainee, described this experience as follows: 
“It’s a really strong element there, on Zoom, if the work is truly physical, then you’re constantly seeing yourself, or you can choose to… you actually get this mirror, this literal mirror…It can be an interesting space for learning.” 
Additionally, the close framing of faces by the camera created a different kind of visual and emotional intimacy. Being seen up close, often from within the privacy of one’s home, contributed, for some, to a heightened sense of safety and emotional containment. As T., another DMT trainee, described, this setting enabled a greater willingness to relax within the therapeutic encounter.
“Paradoxically, I think there’s something that is more accessible and intimate about it. Suddenly you see people up close, their faces. It creates a kind of closeness… It lowers some of my defenses. Because I’m at home, I can feel emotionally safe and allow myself to relax a bit, to allow myself to let go a bit more. I’m really in a very protected container.” 
In summary, the findings reveal a complex, dialectical process regarding body and presence in the digital space. While participants mourned the loss of embodied co-presence, sensory richness, and physical relationality, they also developed new ways of inhabiting their therapeutic roles online. Through adaptation and experiential learning, the digital environment evolved from a site of mere absence into a space affording alternative forms of intimacy and embodied awareness. This transformation underscores the need to rethink embodiment in CATs—not as a fixed condition tied solely to physical proximity, but as a relational, evolving process that can be reconfigured within digital contexts. Consequently, digital embodiment may become more explicit and consciously attended to shifting from a passive state to a reflective, mediated experience.

Discussion 
The present study advances understanding of digitally mediated psychotherapy by shifting the focus from clinical effectiveness toward the relational, embodied, and experiential processes of therapeutic work and professional formation. Specifically, it examines how CATs are experienced, negotiated, and transformed within online environments, illuminating broader shifts in therapeutic presence, attunement, and embodied participation.
The findings suggest that the transition to online interaction does not merely modify practice but fundamentally reshapes core dimensions of therapeutic experience and professional identity. Importantly, the study supports a shift from deficit-oriented perspectives toward a reconfiguration framework, in which digital spaces are understood not as sites of loss or limitation, but as environments that actively reorganize the sensory, embodied, and interpersonal conditions of therapeutic learning and practice.
Relational Processes and Group Dynamics in Online CATs
The transition to digital space introduced significant challenges to interpersonal relationships and emotional communication in psychotherapy generally, and in CAT specifically. The findings suggest that online encounters transform the conditions through which intimacy, resonance, and relational attunement are established. Participants described experiences of emotional constriction, disconnection, and a loss of spontaneity through the screen, reflecting a broader sense that central dimensions of mutual presence cannot be fully translated into digitally mediated environments. These findings resonate with studies suggesting that online therapy reorganizes affective communication by reducing nonverbal cues and disrupting interactional flow (Mercadal et al., 2025; García et al., 2022; Geller, 2020). Although previous research indicates that therapeutic alliances can be maintained online (Kaiser et al., 2021; Seuling et al., 2024), it also suggests that alliance formation relies on relational mechanisms that differ fundamentally from those operating in face-to-face encounters.
Furthermore, online communication altered the temporal and emotional rhythm of therapeutic interaction, often being experienced as slower, effortful, and emotionally exhausting. Delays and technologically mediated barriers weakened participants’ connection to their own emotional experience, reducing immediacy and flattening affective flow—aligning with research on "Zoom fatigue" and the heightened cognitive demands of digital interaction (Aafjes van Doorn et al., 2024; Békés et al., 2021). At the same time, the findings illuminate the capacity for gradual adaptation to the digital medium, and a broader reorganization of therapeutic relationships. Participants described the emergence of alternative forms of intimacy, equality, and emotional openness, noting that the digital environment reduced traditional hierarchical and spatial distinctions. Rather than simply weakening relationships, the digital setting may destabilize traditional therapeutic structures and reshapes how closeness and distance are negotiated (Safran & Muran, 2000; Schiller et al., 2025). 
This relational reorganization was particularly evident in group dynamics. Participants noted reduced spontaneity, diminished confrontation, and weakened emotional intensity around conflict and emotional exposure. The ability to disengage through muting or camera withdrawal altered conditions of mutual accountability, rendering group dynamics more regulated and static. These experiences correspond with studies suggesting that the absence of shared physical space weakens embodied reciprocity and the group’s capacity to sustain emotional tension (Weinberg, 2020). Conversely, the visual interface generated alternative forms of visibility and belonging, creating a paradoxical environment that simultaneously amplified intimacy and withdrawal, cohesion and fragmentation. Online groups thus emerge not as diminished versions of face-to-face processes, but as reorganized relational systems shaped by new conditions of mediated presence and exposure (Schiller et al., 2025).
These transformations acquired unique significance within CAT, where communication relies heavily on embodiment, creativity, play, and symbolic processes. The transition online challenged core dimensions of CAT practice, initially generating feelings of creative disconnection and diminished therapeutic vitality due to the absence of shared physical space, embodied interaction, and material engagement. While these findings correspond with studies highlighting ambivalence and a sense of loss in the transition to online CAT practice (Bianchi et al., 2022; Malchiodi, 2020; Zubala et al., 2021), participants over time developed a "therapeutic digital literacy." This gradual adaptation contributed to the emergence of a new therapeutic language where communication and creativity were reconfigured to digital conditions rather than being experienced merely as deficient.
Unlike much of the contemporary literature on online psychotherapy, which focuses primarily on treatment effectiveness, therapeutic alliance, and technological adaptation (Aafjes van Doorn et al., 2024; Berger, 2025; Mercadal et al., 2025), the present study illuminates how the digital transition reshapes relational and experiential processes from within. Its contribution lies in conceptualizing the digital environment as a complex relational space in which communication, intimacy, presence, and group dynamics are reorganized. These findings align with the work of Schiller et al. (2025), who address the digital extension of the psychotherapeutic field and the need to recognize both the limitations and potential of online therapy as a distinct form of psychotherapeutic practice. The present study expands upon this discussion by demonstrating how digital conditions reshape experiential learning, group processes, and professional identity within CAT—a field in which embodied participation, action, creativity, and symbolic processes constitute central components of both therapeutic work and professional formation.
Consequently, these findings carry vital implications for training programs. They suggest that education in the digital era requires more than technical competence; it demands fostering renewed sensitivity to relational processes and group dynamics within online environments, preparing trainees to cultivate new therapeutic capacities adapted to digital spaces.
Embodiment and the Reconfiguration of Presence
Existing literature on online psychotherapy shows that digitally mediated encounters alter core embodied and intersubjective processes, including gaze, bodily synchrony, spatiality, and nonverbal communication (García et al., 2022). These changes are frequently associated with reduced multisensory co-presence and attenuated intercorporeality, as therapists and clients no longer share a physical environment (Popper-Giveon & Keshet, 2024; Schiller et al., 2025). Within body-oriented and creative arts psychotherapies, such shifts are especially consequential given the centrality of embodied attunement, movement, and sensory awareness (Eve, 2023). While resonating with this literature, the present findings suggest a process more complex than a simple loss of embodiment.
Participants across modalities described a fragmentation of embodied co-presence—not merely reduced bodily visibility, but a disruption in the continuity of the embodied relational field itself. Such difficulties in perceiving subtle shifts in posture, breath, tone, and spatial orientation, alongside a diminished sense of shared atmosphere, align with established research on the role of nonverbal synchrony in the therapeutic alliance (Ramseyer & Tschacher, 2011, 2014; García et al., 2022; Popper-Giveon & Keshet, 2024). Under digital conditions, pre-reflective, multisensory processes become narrowed and intermittently interrupted by the technological frame. Shared sensory atmosphere functions not just as a background condition, but as an active medium of affective regulation; its disruption directly affects the co-regulatory processes that establish safety and attunement.
At the same time, the findings suggest that embodiment online is not eliminated but reorganized and redistributed across narrower, more explicitly monitored interactional channels. Participants reported increased reliance on facial expression,  vocal tone, gaze, pacing, and deliberate attentional regulation, alongside a heightened, reflexive awareness of their own bodily visibility on screen. This reflects the emergence of a digitally mediated therapeutic habitus, in which therapists adapt their embodied and attentional practices to altered sensory conditions (Schiller et al., 2025). In contrast to face-to-face encounters where bodily attunement operates implicitly and pre-reflectively, online platforms—particularly via the self-view function—position participants simultaneously as relational subjects and observers of their own participation. This setup heightens self-consciousness and may inhibit spontaneity, yet it also makes bodily pacing, self-presentation, and affective resonance more explicit and consciously negotiated.
Consequently, therapeutic presence under digital conditions becomes an actively constructed relational achievement rather than an implicitly sustained environmental condition. In face-to-face settings, attunement is supported by shared physical atmosphere and environmental containment that ordinarily support implicit experiences of safety, continuity, and relational holding (Geller, 2020; Bizzari, 2022; Pires et al., 2025). As emerging from the participants' accounts, online interaction requires deliberate coordination, attentional effort, and affective regulation across fragmented sensory channels, resonating with García et al.’s (2022) notion of altered participatory sense-making.
Rather than supporting a purely deficit-based model, these accounts highlight a paradoxical intimacy: encounters that feel simultaneously distant and intimate, fragmented and hyper-focused. The screen narrows yet intensifies relational attention, producing experiences that are emotionally immediate despite being sensorially incomplete. By foregrounding movement and nonverbal dynamics, CATs render these transformations particularly visible. Ultimately, these findings call for a nuanced understanding of online psychotherapy—one that moves beyond limitations to explore how embodied therapeutic presence is reorganized, redistributed, and relationally negotiated within digital environments.
Limitations and Future Directions
The present study offers an in-depth exploration of trainees’ lived experiences within digitally mediated CAT training. Accordingly, the findings should be understood as contextually situated, providing insight into processes of meaning-making, embodiment, and professional formation as they are experienced and articulated by participants. First, the study focuses on trainees within CAT, a field in which embodiment and experiential learning are central. While this specificity may limit direct transferability to other psychotherapeutic training contexts, it enables a particularly nuanced examination of processes that may be less visible in verbally oriented modalities.
Second, the findings are based on participants’ subjective accounts, which provide access to emotional experience, reflective processes, and the ways in which trainees actively interpret and construct their learning. Future research may complement these insights by incorporating longitudinal and observational designs, allowing for the examination of how such processes unfold over time and within practice.
Third, the study was conducted within a specific cultural and institutional context, which shapes both the experience of training and the meanings attributed to the transition to digital environments. Further research across diverse settings could deepen understanding of how these processes are configured under different conditions.
Finally, while the present study focuses on trainees’ perspectives, future research may extend this line of inquiry by examining the experiences of practitioners, trainers, supervisors, and clients, as well as the longer-term implications of digitally mediated interactions for clinical practice and professional development. In particular, further investigation is needed to explore how processes of emotional communication, embodied learning, and professional identity formation evolve within hybrid models that integrate both physical and digital modes of engagement.
Conclusion
The increasing use of digitally mediated environments within clinical practice and training represents a fundamental paradigm shift in how therapeutic presence, emotional communication, and embodied processes are experienced. Grounded in participants' lived experiences across diverse CAT modalities and amid periods of national and global crisis, this study illustrates how digital mediation reconfigures the embodied and sensory framework core to CAT. The flattening of shared physical space restricts full-body nonverbal cues, alters group sociometric dynamics, and introduces an ongoing tension between relational intimacy and digital detachment.
At the same time, online spaces do not simply erase therapeutic presence or reduce clinical depth, but rather force its active renegotiation. Clinicians and trainees adapt by cultivating new forms of digital embodiment, explicit relational coordination, and modified expressive practices. Ultimately, this study contributes a conceptual framework that views technological mediation as a process of continuous reconfiguration rather than mere loss. By examining these dynamics within the distinct context of CAT training—a setting deeply rooted in experiential learning, nonverbal engagement, and bodily presence—the findings demonstrate how core relational and expressive processes are reorganized in digital spaces. Sustaining emotional resonance and symbolic work through a screen requires moving beyond technical substitution toward an intentional reshaping of the relational, creative, and professional frame in an increasingly hybrid clinical landscape.
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