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Background: Remotely provided psychotherapy due to the COVID-19 pandemic

became common. One of the most significant changes related to providing online

psychotherapy services is that clients no longer travel to their sessions.

Aims: In the article we are interested in the narrated experience of the absence of journey

to psychotherapy sessions. We study clients’ stories of past journeys and how their

absence, resulting from the change of the mode of therapy provision, is coped with and

replaced by other activities in their narratives.

Methods: The study takes a constructionist approach to discourse and focuses on the

lexico-grammatical form of the notes. The data come from 12 semi-structured interviews

with people who declared attending remote psychotherapy sessions after the national

lockdown had been introduced.

Results: In the collected data, the physical journey is constructed not only as travel time,

solitude which can be used for reflection, but, importantly, as an active process which

ends with a resolution. In contrast, in narratives of the time before an online session,

constructions of unfettered agents are replaced with those of people whose actions are

hedged and qualified.

Conclusion: We argue that in the informants’ narratives the journey to psychotherapy is

meaningful and is part of the therapeutic process. We propose that it is a time of passing

between two states—one before therapy and one in session. The journey therefore is

experienced as a process of change, and not only a process of traveling.

Keywords: discourse analysis, qualitative, psychotherapy, journey, online psychotherapy

INTRODUCTION

The first attempts to deliver psychotherapy via teletechnologies date back to the 1960s (Wittson
et al., 1961). Over the last two decades, many professionals implemented these methods as
promising, cost-effective and helpful means to bridge the gap between rural areas and cities
due to uneven distribution of mental healthcare services (Norman, 2006; Berryhill et al., 2018).
However, some psychotherapists considered remote interventions lacking in interpersonal richness
and physical expression (Norwood et al., 2018). There were also concerns about confidentiality,
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security and managing of emergencies (Glueckauf et al., 2018).
According to the study published in 2018, 52% of psychologists
indicated that none of their ongoing practice was provided
online. Only a little over a quarter of respondents reported using
videoconferencing technology for counseling in the year prior to
the survey (Glueckauf et al., 2018).

The interest in online psychotherapy shifted rapidly in 2020.
Since the outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic, the use of
remotely provided health services, including psychotherapy,
has been skyrocketing (Jobes et al., 2020). Results of online
surveys conducted among psychotherapists in 2020 show that
the number of patients treated weekly via internet increased
by 6,558% in Germany, 1,561% in Austria, 1,200% in Czech
Republic and 343% in Slovakia. The effect for telephone
psychotherapy was also substantial, with 213% increase in
Germany, 979% in Austria, 417% in Czech Republic and 187%
in Slovakia (Humer et al., 2020). Although no comparable Polish
data are available at the moment of writing this article, it is
reasonable to assume unprecedented increase in the practice of
remote psychotherapy as well.

As psychotherapists and their patients had to stay physically
apart, many of them were forced to try tele-mental health for
the first time (Chen et al., 2020). Prior to the pandemic, these
interventions were seldom used to treat serious mental illnesses
(Miu et al., 2020). Over the last 2 years telepsychotherapy has
been implemented to address conditions as severe as psychosis
(Kopelovich and Turkington, 2021), bipolar disorder, depression
and post-traumatic stress disorder (Miu et al., 2020). Remote
interventions were also created for patients with a high risk of
suicide (Jobes et al., 2020). In addition, the need for remotely
provided mental healthcare has become more apparent due to
the psychological impact of COVID-19 (Campbell, 2020; Wang
et al., 2020).

One of the most significant changes related to providing
online psychotherapy services is that clients no longer travel
to their sessions. The existing research into traveling to
psychotherapy sessions focuses mainly on the benefits of
remote access and its advantages over traditional, face-to-face
consultations. In most studies, the journey is presented as
a burden, as it implies travel costs and time waste. Indeed,
researchers suggest significant savings for clients (Ashwick et al.,
2019; Khanra et al., 2021). Moreover, researchers indicate (Fleuty
and Almond, 2020; Botta et al., 2021) that teletherapy is easier to
fit in clients’ busy schedules of patients, while at the same time
clients gain control over the venue where sessions take place,
which for some clients can be very important (Chen et al., 2020;
Fleuty and Almond, 2020; Botta et al., 2021). Patients receiving
telepsychiatry care during the pandemic also consider not having
to commute to the clinic beneficial due to the saved cost and time,
as they report in an online survey (Guinart et al., 2020). However,
none of the studies discussed above examine the journeys and
then the subsequent lack of them in depth.

There is a significant gap in the research on experience of the
journey to or from psychotherapy sessions. While some clients
enjoy the flexibility of remote meetings, others must rely on
their limited resources (e.g., accommodation and computing)
and find it harder to focus, as they get distracted by the household

members (Russell, 2018; Ashwick et al., 2019; Biancalani et al.,
2021). In interviews with military veterans suffering from
PTSD, the participants mentioned struggling with the immediate
comeback to reality after Skype sessions, while they needed time
to reflect on them (Turgoose et al., 2018). One of the ways to cope
with it was going for a walk (Turgoose et al., 2018). Researchers
suggest that traveling to psychotherapy can be a part of the
commitment to therapy, as patients note that online sessions
can be canceled at a moment’s notice (Ashwick et al., 2019;
Fleuty and Almond, 2020). The data referred to in this paragraph
are derived from qualitative studies on attitudes toward remote
therapy. There is no research study that we are aware of dedicated
to exploring the meaning of journeys and the rituals that could
replace them.

Summing up, travel time to psychotherapy sessions is mostly
described as an inconvenience that makes psychotherapy more
difficult, expensive and less user-friendly (e.g., Khazaie et al.,
2016). In contrast, in our article, we want to look at it from the
clients’ perspective, anchoring it within the therapeutic process.
Even though, the key part of the process is what happens in
the office, i.e., actions, experiences, and the relationship between
the patient and the therapist when they are physically together,
the role of events outside therapy sessions is also noted in
the literature (Orlinsky et al., 2004). In our exploratory study
we show that in narratives of some psychotherapy clients the
journey to sessions is constructed as a special time. On this basis,
we argue that the journey to psychotherapy can be seen as a
potentially important element of the therapeutic process and not
only as inconvenience. More research is needed into the role of
the physical journey and, crucially, whether the journey can be
replaced at times when it cannot be made.

AIMS AND METHODOLOGY

In this article we are interested in the narrated experience of the
absence of the journey to psychotherapy sessions. We explore
clients’ stories of past journeys and their absence. We are also
interested in how, in the informants’ narratives, the absence of
the journey resulting from the change of the mode of therapy
provision is coped with and replaced by other activities. In
a nutshell, we argue here that the journey to psychotherapy
should be viewed and engaged with as a meaningful activity
and time which helps at least some clients in getting more from
their therapists.

The Data
The data come from an exploratory qualitative project on
experience of the change in the communication channel with
a psychotherapist. It was carried out during the SARS-Cov-2
pandemic lockdown in Poland, which was introduced on 12
March 2020 and made stricter on 25 March, limiting non-family
gatherings to two people and religious gatherings to six and
forbidding non-essential travel. The lockdownmeasures required
psychotherapists to suspend face-to-face sessions and move to
offering remote service via audio or video-audio channels.

The data were collected between 10 May and 24 May 24, 2020,
∼8–10 weeks after the beginning of the lockdown. Participation
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in the research was voluntary, and no incentives were provided.
The project was advertised on three internet fora for people
using psychotherapeutic services. Twelve persons contacted
the researcher and declared attending remoted psychotherapy
sessions after the national lockdown had been introduced.

Our informants were 11 females and onemale. All participants
spoke fluent, native-like Polish, all had Polish sounding names,
while the recordings do not suggest any non-standard language
characteristics. They all used the Internet in Polish. The mean
age of the females was 32 years (range: 24–47); the male was 32
years old. The mean duration of using psychotherapy services
before the lockdown was 12 months and ranged from 2 weeks to
22 months. Four persons talked with the therapist on the phone
and the remaining 8 via Internet communicators (Skype, Zoom,
WhatsApp). The therapies, in various paradigms, were both on
the national health service (3 persons) and attended privately
(9 persons).

We used semi-structured interviews to explore: (1)
experience of the change of the channel of communication;
(2) circumstances of the first remote session; (3) consequences of
the channel change. All interviews were conducted by a person
who was trained in qualitative research interviews and had had
no previous relationships with the informants. The interviews
were conducted online via the Google Meet communicator. All
participants provided written informed consent for participation
in the study and being interviewed. The interviews were
audio-recorded and subsequently transcribed verbatim.

All personal and other information which could lead to
revealing the identity of the informants was removed. All the
interviews were transcribed and the analyses were based on the
original Polish data. For the purpose of this article, the fragments
we quote were separately translated by two researchers from the
Polish originals and then compared for accuracy and consistency.
The translation is as close as possible to the original Polish
version, aiming not only to render what was said, but also how it
was said. That occasionally results in “bad” or disjointed English.

Methodology
The analytic process consisted of two stages. The goal of the first
stage was identification of fragments of narratives referring to
the aims of the study and through this creating a separate subset
of the data. Following, Potter and Wetherell (1987) we adopted
selective coding as a means of reducing the volume of the data for
a more intensive analysis of the narratives. The data were coded
with the use of the MaxQDA software.

The first stage started with immersing ourselves in the data,
which involves the repeated reading of the material (Braun
and Clarke, 2006). Next, two authors (JZ and DG) started the
coding process as a method for reducing the analytic material
(Miles and Huberman, 1994). The process started with regular
discussions of the data and the code system. As a unit of coding
we adopted a syntactically determined proposition unit that
referred to the physical journey to the therapist’s office or its
absence and to preparations for online sessions after the change
to the online mode.

After creating the code system, the two authors separately
coded the transcribed interviews The coded entries were

subsequently compared and the differences were discussed and
resolved (see Kvale and Brinkmann, 2009). On this basis the final
dataset for detailed discourse analysis was created.

A text-oriented version of Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA)
was used in the second, discourse analytic stage of data analysis.
The assumption underlying this method is that social reality is
constructed through and within language and that language is
designed to represent reality selectively imbued with decisions
about how to arrange them. Each of these selections carries its
share of implicit assumptions, so that the reality represented
is ideologically constructed (Hodge and Kress, 1993). It is
also through discourse (i.e., practices of representation) that
language users constitute social realities: their knowledge of social
situations, the roles they play, their identities and relations with
other social groups (Van Leeuwen and Wodak, 1999). No text,
spoken or written, represents reality in a neutral or objective way,
representation is never of reality “as it really is”, rather reality is
always viewed through the tinted lens of ideological assumptions
(Fairclough, 1992; Barker and Galasiński, 2001).

In the case in qualitative research, the theoretical approach
(CDS) is also a method of analysis. And so, there is no protocol
in CDS or a clearly defined method of analysis. In our study,
we took a text-oriented approach (Fairclough, 1992, 1995, 2003).
We were interested in the form of stretches of discourse, with
an interest both in the semantics and syntax of the text, as
well as the functions of what was said within the local context,
and the social actions thus accomplished. We are particularly
indebted to the developments of Halliday (1978), Halliday’s
(1994) and Halliday and Hasan’s (1985) functional linguistics,
with its main proposition that the analysis of lexico-grammatical
form of language should be foregrounded as a resource for
constructing meaning (Halliday, 1994). Elements of grammar
and lexis were analyzed predominantly as having a particular
function when used by speakers. In what follows, we focus
primarily upon the ideational function of what the informants
said, that is to say, we were predominantly interested in how
they represented extralinguistic reality. But we also focused on
the content of what is written, relating it to the larger socio-
political context in which it is used. Using both the systemic-
linguistic analysis (Halliday, 1994), as well as a hermeneutic-
like interpretation of discourses, in terms of the context in
which they were submerged, we attempt to reach the ideological
underpinnings of the participants’ experiences (Titscher et al.,
2000).

We are therefore interested in the discourses our participants
draw upon when they spoke during their interviews. Language
users are not isolated individuals, but they are engaged
in communicative activities as members of social groups,
organizations, institutions, cultures, in the present analysis:
clients of psychotherapy services whose psychotherapy
was moved to a remote mode of contact. We want to
discover parts of the “discourses of the physical journey
to psychotherapy”, ways in which the concept was made
social through the process of narrating it. in the presentation
of the results of our analysis, we present the fragments
which were agreed by the authors to fully represent the data
at hand.
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Importantly, as qualitative researchers we bracket off the
issue of representativeness of the dataset. We do not wish to
make claims as to the extent the study is representative of
psychotherapy clients in a similar situation. Rather, we were
interested in uncovering the discourse underpinning the journey
to psychotherapy sessions and shed light upon it. We do realize
that our data were contextual and cannot be thought of in
terms of universality. It is, however, worth bearing in mind
that language users can, but rarely do control the linguistic
form of what they say or write. In such a way focusing
upon the form of what our correspondents said we begin to
explore what we earlier tentatively called “discourses of journey
to psychotherapy”.

THE RESULTS

The Journey
As we expected based on previous research (Russell, 2018;
Ashwick et al., 2019), the journey to psychotherapy sessions
was represented in the narratives as the time devoted to
reflecting on the previous and upcoming sessions. The shift
from face-to-face sessions to those online was represented as
missing the journey time and opportunity for the passage to
therapy time. What we also found, however, was that the
journey was consistently constructed in active terms, with the
clients representing themselves as actively claiming the time
for themselves.

Consider the following examples:

Extract 1. and in the same way, like, I think that when I was
physically going to classes, to the university, I was going out,
getting dressed, going to the (bus) stop, then it was a form of,
like, I don’t know, preparing, thinking about it.
Extract 2. and so always before the appointment there was
this time and this click in my head that, okay, I’m going to
the session, I’m concentrating on myself now, I’m focusing on
myself now.
Extract 3. and I miss this traveling bit as I always dedicate this
journey to the (therapist’s) office to sort things out in my head.
Extract 4. I mean, I actually miss this travel time, when I sorted
everything out in my head. It’s not like I was thinking about
what I wanted to say only during the journey, ’cause I was
thinking about it all week, but the journey was the kind of
moment when I was sorting everything out in my head. And
I knew what was the most important and how, and I guess it
was also some kind of mental preparation as well. And now I
miss it a lot.

In the extracts, the speakers construct themselves as agents doing
things during the journey to their psychotherapy sessions. The
first two examples focus more on the physical journey, the others
more on the mental activity. The first three extracts are the most
explicit in representing the speakers as unfettered agents. The
speaker in extract 1 positions herself as taking a series of actions,
representing them in material processes through verbs of doing
(Halliday, 1994). She speaks of going, leaving, getting dressed,
walking. Similarly in Extract 2, the speaker shows herself as taking
the route. Here, however, she also adds two mental processes

(Halliday, 1994)—she speaks of concentrating and focusing on
herself. They also position the speaker as an agent.

Extract 3 is slightly different as the journey is represents as a
gerund (traveling), but the mental action of devoting is linked to
ordering things in the head, also positions the speaker as a doer.
Such constructions are similar to extract 4 where the speaker
constructs her agency through reference to her mental activities.

What is crucial in these extracts is that all of them represent
the speakers as active in the journey to their psychotherapy
sessions. Whether their agency is represented through material
process (verbs of doing) or mental processes (verbs referring
to thinking), they all represent the journey not just as
happening. The journey to psychotherapy is represented as
one which is incidental, something that results from the venue
where, linguistically, it is a deliberate action on the part of
the client.

It is worth adding that Extract 4 represents the journey not
so much in terms of the travel, but as time during which the
speaker could engage in reflection. Moreover, the end of the
fragment (“I knew what was the most important”) suggests an
end to the thinking and “putting things in order”. The journey, it
seems, does not end in the session, it ends in a resolution to the
thinking process.

Also in the following two extracts, the speakers not only
suggest that the journey is a useful time for thinking, but also
imply that it results in decisions or “order”.

Extract 5. And even the way to the office was this kind of
moment to think everything through one more time, to be
with myself, to think about what’s going on, about what I
feel, about what I want to talk about and so on. This bit is
certainly gone.
Extract 6. and that I miss this journey over, that it was some
kind of me-time, when I go somewhere by public transport, I
can indulge in my thoughts and sort it out.

In extract 5, the speaker positions the journey as an opportunity
to re-consider things, what she wanted to talk about; in extract 6,
the reference to ordering things also implies a finite process with
a positive end. In both fragments, although implied, the journey
not only serves a purpose, but it ends with a positive result.

Interestingly, the combination of the physical movement and
reflection seems to be attractive even when psychotherapy had
gone online. One of our informants talked about driving to the
session and having the session in the car.

Extract 7. and I always get in the car, I plug my headphones
into my phone or, I either drive somewhere quiet or I just stop
somewhere out of the way. No, sometimes I happen to stop at a
car park when I’m, like, I’m not going to make it to the session
on time.

Notably, the fragment also shows the journey in agentive terms.
Linguistically, the journey is a deliberate action.

In the next section, we take up the theme of replacing the
actual journey to psychotherapy with a symbolic one. We wanted
to explore the extent to which, in the informants’ narratives, the
physical journey to psychotherapy can be or is replaced by other
time-extended activities.
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The Symbolic Journey
In this section we explore stories of activities whose function is
to replace the physical journey to psychotherapy and the time for
preparation it offered. Most our informants talked about taking
the time to prepare for the session, although the stories differed
significantly in what kind of activities were described. On the one
hand, the informants talked about time-extended preparations of,
for example, writing a diary as a way of preparing for the session,
but on the other, they talked about thinking or making sure that
their phone battery is fully loaded.

Our argument in this section is that in contrast to the
stories of the physical journey, where the informants were
constructing it without qualification in un-modalised verbs, here,
the stories become more qualified. This is mostly done with
the use of hedges (linguistic devices which introduce limits to
the activity described, such as “usually,” “sometimes,” “kind of”
and the like). The time before the session is constructed fraught
with difficulties, as the informants often construct their actions
as limited.

We start our discussion with the first group of
abovementioned activities, those which take the most
time. Consider:

Extract 8. I usually do it outside. There is this kind of a mini
park, like, trees, a little bench and so on. To relax in a way
during these conversations, as a talk with a psychologist is, you
know, stressful on its own (...) I mean, I go to a place where I
feel safe, to put it this way.
Extract 9. I keep a kind of a diary or a journal. And so, before
a therapy session I try to recall what happened between the
sessions, what was important to me, what I’d like to talk about.
Extract 10. Now I must make a real effort to actually find the
time before the session and do a kind of recap, as there is a lot
of things at home, like, okay, I’ll check my email, this and that,
so that’s for sure.

In extract 8, even though the verbs the informant uses are un-
modalized, the informant introduces a hedge at the beginning
of the fragment. By inserting “usually”, the informant suggests
that what she describes is not a matter of course, something that
simply happens no matter what. Extract 9, in turn, contains a
verbal limitation of the informant’s activities, as she is constructed
to “try” to do things.

The most limitations are conveyed in extract 10. First,
the informant represents her activities through the mediation
of the deontically (i.e., referring to obligation) modal “must”
and thus, the activities are only an obligation, rather than an
actuality. Moreover, the verb “must” is collocated with “make
an effort” which linguistically removes the informant’s activity
even further.

Consider now the following extracts:

Extract 11. Ugh, as far as the technical (issues) are concerned,
well, at this point we’re already sort of online, on Skype, it’s
our second session, the one after we switched to Skype. When
it comes to this, I try to wear, well, not necessarily pajamas -
the ones you sometimes wear at home, but to get dressed as
if I was walking into the (therapist’s) office. I try to restart my

computer before (the session) so that it’s not, like, overloaded
or something.
Extract 12. so now I kind of try to make sure that there are as
few distractors or escapes as possible.
Extract 13. Yes, I always have the conversation from the dining
(room). I sit on the sofa, there’s nothing behind me to distract
me. I also try not to leave too many things that would distract
me on the table, that would make me want to grab them, play
with them.

The three extracts above show similar constructions as discussed
with reference to extracts 8–10. At least some activities are
mediated through references to trying. We realize, of course,
that there is no linguistic evidence as to why the informants use
such hedging. It might, for example, result from the informants’
unwillingness to claim success in the activities, rather than
absence of time or the effort necessary to perform them.

Accepting this uncertainty, our main argument, however,
is that the informants’ stories about their physical journeys
never included such linguistic devices. Physical journeys and
the activities during them were consistently constructed at the
highest level of linguistically constructed certainty. Consistently,
there were no qualifications or hedging. Regardless of the source
of the qualifications in the stories at hand, there is a contrast
between the stories of the time before online psychotherapy
sessions and those which happen in physical reality.

Now, in addition to stories which we have just discussed,
there were a few examples in which preparations for a
psychotherapy session at home were represented without
qualifications, there were no linguistic hedges and the verbs were
un-modalized. Consider:

Extract 14. I think about what I’m going to say, like, what I
remembered most from this week, what kept me thinking. Or
perhaps I remembered a dream that was important to me and
(it was) difficult for me to interpret it on my own.
Extract 15. I think about what kind of problems I have, what
I’d like to talk about, what subjects I’d actually like to discuss.
Extract 16. I prepare for the session in the sameway (as before).
’Cause you might think that, I don’t know, that you are online
from the waist up and you can, I don’t know, sit there wearing
tracksuit bottoms. So, I can see that I prepare for it the same
way as before (when it was) in the office. I wash my hair, I do
mymake-up, I get dressed as usual, just as if I were sitting there
in her office.
Extract 17. I put a pillow under my back on the bed, I
make sure that my phone is charged, ’cause I talk with my
headphones on, so I don’t have the possibility to talk and
charge the headphones at the same time. So, I must remember
about it.
Extract 18. As a matter of fact, before (the session) I turn my
webcam on and check if you can even see me.

The first two extracts (14 and 15) refer to thinking as the time
before a psychotherapy session. It is significant, however, that
they are not contextualized in any way. The thinking is not
constructed in time, either in terms of duration or positioning
in relation to the session itself. The two references to thinking are
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unqualified, construct a response which offers a full commitment
to its truth and certainty.

However, the lack of any social or temporal context,
combined with the fact that the responses are almost generic
in their content, may suggest that they are a way to
circumvent the need for any detail. As they were elicited
by questions about session preparation, we must wonder
about the extent to which they are deliberately acontextual,
only aimed to offer a positive response to a question from
the interviewer.

Extract 16 on the other hand, focuses on personal
grooming, which acknowledges the semi-public nature
of psychotherapy. Here the informant offers more of a
personal context to their response, explaining her wish
to appear as like in the therapist’s office. The response
itself is again linguistically un-modalized, with no
qualifications. This story is similar to those in Extracts 17
and 18, where the informants talk about a logistic aspect
of preparations.

The key argument we would like to make is that the activities
described in the three fragments are either usual everyday
ones (such as personal grooming) or merely making sure that
the session goes smoothly and comfortably. Nothing in those
activities is constructed to replace the physical journey.

There are two ways in which the time before psychotherapy
sessions is constructed in our informants’ stories. On the one
hand, there are explicit preparations activities. These, however,
are described with hedging and other linguistic means distancing
the informant from their unfettered agency. The activities which
do not have such qualifications, on the other hand, are ones which
are either ambiguous as to their time extension or, alternatively,
are usual daily activities and logistic preparations for the session.

What our data suggest is that the physical journey that is
consistently described in active, linguistically agentive terms,
finds no replacement. The thinking and reflecting time before
the session seems lost, or at least it does not find its way into the
informants’ stories.

Furthermore, this argument finds some support in the
stories where our informants explicitly talk about missing the
physical journey. In such stories, the journey is taken away
from them, but nothing seems to replace it. In addition to
the extracts we quoted above (e.g., extract 4), consider the
following fragment:

Extract 20. And actually, I used to think about it right from
the morning, that I was going to Justyna’s (office) that day
after work. So, it’s like the whole day was this kind of very
intensive day. Most of the time I try to pay attention to all
my actions, needs, emotions and so on, but it used to be a
whole day like this. When I was going to work and then I was
going to Justyna’s and then it was very intensive. And there’s
no such component here. I think that it also works slightly
out of habit. For this (period of) time, for these two years, it’s
been kind of trained, kind of standard. And now it’s not there.
Although probably it’s just a matter of time and of learning
new mechanisms. Although I hope not and that we’ll return to
this face-to-face (psychotherapy).

The informant creates a contrast between the time she traveled
to psychotherapy and one she does not. There is a clear shift
between how the parts of the story are told. The first part is
told constructing the informant in agentive terms (the only break
in the agentivity is insertion of “try” with regard to paying
attention the informant’s behaviors). The second part of the
story is different. The informant is no longer spoken about, she
disappears from the story, so to say. In other words, there are no
explicit references to the informant’s activities, and the possibility
of learning “new mechanisms” is not linguistically claimed by
an individual. Such an impersonal construction is reinforced by
the return of personal reference (the pronouns “we” referring
presumably to herself and the therapist) when the informant ends
with speaking about hope of returning to face-to-face therapy.

DISCUSSION

In this article we explore narrative experience of the journey
to psychotherapy sessions and its absence after psychotherapy
shifted to the online mode. Our main argument is that the
physical journey is constructed not only as travel time, solitude
which can be used for reflection, but, importantly, as an
active process which ends with a resolution. Assumed in the
literature to be a logistic and economical issue, we argue that
journey to psychotherapy have meanings and is part of the
therapeutic process.

Constructions of the physical journey in the informants’
narratives are in contrast with those of the time before an online
session. The constructions of unfettered agents engaging with
the physical journey disappear and are replaced with stories of
people whose actions are hedged and qualified. If there is clear
agency, it is relegated to actions which are either generic or
not immediately related to psychotherapy. Moreover, our data
suggest the (narrated) experience of the physical journey seems
not to be replaced (or, indeed, replaceable) by other actions. Time
and again, we heard of a void, absence of physical journeys left in
clients’ lives.

As mentioned, the issue of the journey to a psychotherapy
session has so far been seen mostly in terms of accessibility. The
journey’s absence is treated as an advantage of online therapy.
Our research is closer to how Russell (2018) problematized
the journey in her book “Screen relations”. She suggests that
movement in space is key and helps experience the sense of
the self. Whether the journey is to or from a session, it helps
remembering the session. This is reflected in Essig and Russell’s
guidelines for clients in which they urge them to have a 15-
min walk before and after a session (Essig and Russell, 2021). If
walking is not an option, they suggest other forms of movement
(e.g., stretching). Movement, they propose, helps internalizing
the session. A similar perspective is taken by Janet Sayers (2021).

Russell’s (2018) and Sayers (2021) perspectives are based on
years-long therapy practice and conversations with clients and
other therapists. In contrast, our article is supported by empirical
data—interviews with clients of psychotherapeutic services who
talked about changes to the communication channel resulting
from the SARS-Cov2 pandemic. Text-based discourse analysis,
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which we adopt here, focuses its analytic efforts on exploring
the objective lexico-grammatical structures of language. In the
process, researchers’ cultural backgrounds or life experiences are
not interrogated in the replicable analysis texts’ grammar and
lexis. And as the lexico-grammatical form is largely uncontrolled
by language users, such analysis offers a way in which to reveal
how they construct their world.

What we would like to suggest, further, is that narratives
of the physical journey to psychotherapy are usefully seen
as constructing a rite of passage (van Gennep, 1960). van
Gennep’s (1960; see also Turner, 1969, 1974; for an overview
see Hockey, 2002) initial observations and ways of accounting
for cultural ways of shifting status, social position, or space
resulted in the now classic phrase “rites of passage”, i.e.,
culturally sanctioned ways of transition between one state
and another. As Leach (1964, 1976, 1977, 1982) points out,
cultural categories used for the classification of the world
form bi-polar oppositions: sacred-profane, up-down, one’s own-
stranger, inside-outside, and so on. But people move between the
categories, they move in physical space (from outside inside, for
example), they move from one status to another (as in acquiring
priesthood, getting married or getting a doctorate), they move
in social position (as in becoming monarchs, presidents or
professors). Moments of transition, because they escape the
duality, acquire a special, marked status—one which makes
them sacred, dangerous, taboo (Eliade, 1966; also Douglas,
1984).

It is by now well-known in the social sciences of medicine
that passage is also marked in medical settings. Births and
deaths, motherhood, fatherhood, hospitalization to name a few of
transition moments with which the medical profession must deal
with and cope (for an overview see Helman, 2001, see also e.g.,
Murphy et al., 1988; Froggatt, 1997; Draper, 2003). The stories
of the physical journey, we suggest, are stories of the passage
between the non-therapy and therapy time. Their constructed
importance in the stories of our informants also suggests that
the time acquires meaning beyond the simple movement in time
and space.

If our argument is plausible, it has a number of consequences
especially for understanding the therapeutic process, which
hitherto has been understood mostly in terms of the time
and activities inside (in-session) and outside (inter-session)
therapist’s office (Orlinsky et al., 2004; Orlinsky, 2009;
Hartmann et al., 2011). What we suggest here is that the
dichotomy can be mediated by the time in-between, which
is neither simply outside, nor inside, the physical journey to
a psychotherapy session is the time of passing between the
two states. It is a process of change, and not only a process
of traveling.

We think that the journey should not be seen as part of
the “inter-session” time. This is because it is explicitly devoted
to a single upcoming session. It refers to a single journey to
a single session and the context-bound, here-and-now passage
from the time before to the time in the session, which the client
actively takes.

LIMITATIONS OF THE STUDY

There are some limitations of our study. On the one hand,
qualitative research is not aimed at generalizations, on the other,
a relatively small corpus, suggests caution in approaching our
arguments. Yet, the consistency with which our informants
talked about the journey to psychotherapy sessions and its
absence, persuades us to make the arguments above, raising the
questions both about the nature of the therapeutic process, and
the role of the journey within it.

Our informant sample also has limitations. Our research was
carried among persons who responded to an advertisement on
internet fora for people using psychotherapeutic services. Using
such a recruitment strategy carries the risk of self-selection bias.
We chose the strategy as, given the timescale of the project,
other strategies were not available.We recognize that recruitment
through psychotherapists could result in a more diverse sample.
However, it must be noted that such alternative recruitment
procedures give rise to a number of ethical issues.

We acknowledge that the particularity of the timing of the
project, as it was carried out 2 months after the introduction of
a lockdown in Poland. The lockdown was unexpected and made
an abrupt change to people’s lives and is likely to have resulted
in feeling overwhelmed or disoriented. This might be seen as
significant for the collection of our data, and in particular the
sources underpinning the narratives we gathered.

It must be noted, however, that people’s stories are always
socially situated and made in a multitude of contexts. The full
national lockdown is likely to have created multiple contexts for

our informants, all of which could have had a significant impact
on how they talked. Some of those contexts will never be explored
or, indeed, even identified.

It is also important to stress that acknowledging the existence

of such contexts does not invalidate the results of our study.
Rather, it contextualizes them, while future research can shed

further light on them.Moreover, we were mostly interested in the

linguistic form of the stories. People do not control it and while
the lockdown is likely to have had impact on what people said, it
is extremely unlikely to have had any impact on how people have
said it.

Furthermore, absence of earlier research on narrative
experience of the absence of the physical journey to
psychotherapy sessions makes interpretation of our study
more difficult. We postulate therefore further exploration of
meanings and roles of the physical journey to psychotherapy
both in narratives of clients and therapists. Here are, we think,
some of the important questions which should be asked in
further research. How important is the journey? How significant
is its absence?What is its position and role within the therapeutic
process? Can it be replaced by other activities? For what kind of
clients is important, what is its impact on the relationship with
the therapist? The questions are particularly important given
the globally occurring changes to practicing psychotherapy
as well as more and more common shift to practicing
it online.
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