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ABSTRACT

Virtual counselling (also known as tele-counselling, e-therapy, or online therapy) has seen major growth in adoption,
innovation, and public attention in recent years. This paper reviews the key current trends in virtual counselling as of
2024-2025—including immersive technologies, Al integration, ethical concerns, accessibility—and proposes future
topics and research directions to ensure the field develops in an effective, inclusive, and safe manner.

1. INTRODUCTION

Over the past decade—and especially since the COVID-19 pandemic—virtual counselling has transitioned from an
alternative modality to a mainstream component of mental health and wellbeing services. The convenience, scalability,
and flexibility of remote counselling have made it attractive both to clients and providers. However, with rapid
adoption come challenges: ensuring therapeutic quality; managing ethical, privacy, and cultural issues; and integrating
new technologies like virtual reality (VR) and artificial intelligence (Al) without compromising human connection.
This article examines the current state of virtual counselling—what technologies and practices are emerging, what
empirical evidence is available—and then outlines future research topics that are under-explored but likely to become
critical.

2. CURRENT TRENDS IN VIRTUAL COUNSELLING

Here are the major trends that the recent literature points to:

2.1 Immersive Technologies: VR/AR in Tele-Psychiatry and Counselling

e Use of virtual reality (VR) is becoming more common in telepsychiatry for exposure therapy, skill training (e.qg.,
social anxiety, phobias), autism spectrum disorders, etc. For example, a 2024 editorial in Middle East Current
Psychiatry argues VR allows realistic, reproducible environments which are useful especially for clients with
geographical or physical limitations.

SpringerOpen

e Systematic reviews find VR to be effective both for detection and intervention for depression. Integration of
external sensors and immersive scenes shows promise.

arXiv+1

e Exploration of VR for guided art therapy, creative expression, stress reduction is also underway.

arXiv

2.2 Artificial Intelligence, Chatbots, and Automated Support

e Al-powered agents and chatbots are being used increasingly for basic counselling functions—emotional support,
mood tracking, psychoeducation, guided exercises. These often serve as adjuncts rather than replacements for human
counsellors.

FormalPsychology+3FullCircleCounseling+3APNews+3

e Recent evidence shows positive client perceptions of accessibility, cost-effectiveness, especially among younger
populations, though limitations remain in severity of condition they can support.

Frontiers+1

2.3 Hybrid/Blended Models and Flexibility of Service Delivery

e There is increasing adoption of hybrid models: combining in-person sessions with virtual follow-ups; using virtual
counselling for less severe cases; allowing client preference to guide modality. Mental Health IT Solutions+2Formal
Psychology+2

e Platforms and tools are offering more flexible scheduling, asynchronous communication (chat, email), mobile
app-based support so clients can engage in lower intensity interventions.

FullCircleCounseling
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2.4 Market Growth and Accessibility
e The global market for online counselling services is forecast to grow significantly: from about USD 4.56 billion in
2025 to about USD 7.38 billion by 2030 (CAGR ~10.12 %) as additional users adopt remote mental health services.
Knowledge Sourcing

e Increased awareness of mental health needs, de-stigmatization, rising smartphone and internet penetration help
drive access. Nevertheless, the “digital divide” remains a strong barrier for underserved and remote populations.
Mental Health IT Solutions+1

2.5 Empirical Comparisons: Virtual vs In-Person Therapy

e Studies such as “Therapy in the digital age: exploring in-person and virtual cognitive behavioural therapy” (BMC
Psychiatry, 2025) show that for certain conditions (e.g., depression, anxiety), virtual CBT is comparable in
effectiveness to in-person CBT. BioMed Central

e A systematic literature review exploring VR in mental healthcare (2025) confirms strong promise, but also
highlights that many studies are small-scale, short term, or pilot in nature. SpringerLink

2.6 Ethical, Privacy, and Regulatory Concerns

e Concerns around confidentiality, data security, quality control, and liability are increasingly prominent. Issues
include how to manage crises (suicidality) when the counsellor is remote, cross-jurisdictional licensing, ensuring
counsellors are trained for virtual modalities. (While explicit sources are less focused on regulation, news items and
professional bodies are discussing these issues.) The Washington Post+1

3. CHALLENGES & LIMITATIONS
While many trends are promising, several challenges persist:

e Digital divide: Lack of access to reliable internet, suitable devices, privacy in the home, digital literacy hinder
uptake.

e Therapeutic alliance and nonverbal cues: Virtual sessions often limit nonverbal communication, which can
impact rapport, assessment, and intervention.

e Evidence gaps: Many studies are small or short duration; long-term outcomes and comparative effectiveness
(across populations, modalities) are often unknown.

e Regulatory and ethical frameworks lag technological innovation, including licensing, cross-border practice, Al
oversight.

e Burnout and usability for therapists: Increased screen time, managing virtual fatigue, adapting to new tools; lack
of training in some cases.

4. FUTURE DIRECTIONS: RESEARCH TOPICS & QUESTIONS

Drawing on current trends, here are key areas for future research—topics | recommend for the next 3—7 years:

# Topic Key Research Questions / Objectives

What are the outcomes of virtual counselling (and VR/Al-augmented

1 Longitudinal and large-scale counselling) over long periods (1-5 years)? How do relapse rates
effectiveness studies compare to in-person therapy? What are cost-effectiveness profiles
over long horizons?
How can Al-driven systems adapt in real time to client feedback
5 Adaptive and personalized (emotional state, engagement) in VR or virtual counselling? What
AI-VR interventions models best personalize content (culture, language, disability) while
maintaining safety?
What specific features in virtual counselling enhance trust, empathy,
3 Mechanisms of therapeutic nonverbal communication? Can technologies (e.g., better video,
alliance in virtual contexts sensors, virtual avatars) mitigate loss of cues? How do clients
perceive these?
4 Ethics, privacy, governance and ~ What regulatory models best ensure safety, privacy, accountability in
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regulation virtual counselling across jurisdictions? What are best practices for

crisis situations when counsellor is remote? How to ensure data
protection especially with Al systems?

How to provide effective virtual counselling in low-resource
settings? What low-bandwidth, low-cost models work? How to train
counsellors and clients in digital literacies? What policies are needed

for infrastructure?

5 Bridging access inequities

What are optimal ways to combine virtual, in-person, Al-augmented,
self-help, and group support to provide scalable and efficient mental
health care? For whom is hybrid most appropriate? What decision
rules or protocols guide modality switching?

6 Hybrid / stepped-care models

What is the promise and risk of fully immersive or augmented reality

counselling / therapeutic environments? How to evaluate mental
Technology-mediated modalities: g P

7 . health effects, side-effects (e.g., cybersickness, dissociation)? What
Immersion, VR, AR, metaverse . .
are human-machine interface designs that preserve humane
interaction?
How does working via virtual platforms affect therapist burnout, job
8 Training, wellbeing, and satisfaction, mental health? What supports/training are needed for
sustainability for counsellors therapists to deliver virtual therapy effectively (including
technological, interpersonal, ethical)?
How do virtual counselling practices need to adapt across cultures?
Cross-cultural and global - .
9 L. What are cultural perceptions of virtual therapy, Al, etc.? How to
applications .
ensure cultural competence, reduce stigma, adapt content?
What protocols and practices work for crises (suicidality, self-harm)
10 Emergencies & crisis when the professional is remote? What are legal, ethical,
management in virtual settings technological supports needed (e.g. geo-location, emergency

contacts)?

5. PROPOSED CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK

To help structure future research and implementation, | propose the following framework (tentative) for evaluating
and progressing virtual counselling services:

1. Access & Equity: Availability, affordability, digital literacy, device/internet access, cultural acceptability

2. Technological Infrastructure & Usability: Platform reliability, bandwidth, user experience, privacy/security,
interface design

3. Therapeutic Efficacy: Outcomes (symptoms, wellbeing), therapeutic alliance, duration & sustainability of change,
comparison across modalities

4. Ethical/Legal/Regulatory Compliance: Informed consent; crisis/safety protocols; data protection;
cross-jurisdictional licensing; Al transparency

5. Human Factors & Provider Wellbeing: Training; burnout; digital fatigue; competence with virtual tools;
supervision & peer support

6. Scalability & Sustainability: Cost models; funding; hybrid models; integration into healthcare systems; policy
support

6. CONCLUSION

Virtual counselling is at an inflection point. Technological advances—VR, Al, immersive platforms—are opening up
powerful new possibilities. At the same time, empirical and ethical rigour must keep pace to ensure these innovations
actually benefit clients, without unintended harms or widening inequities.
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For the field to mature, research must move beyond small pilots to large, longitudinal, culturally sensitive, and
ethically governed studies. Providers and policy-makers must pay attention not only to what technology can do, but
what is appropriate and safe in varied real-world contexts.
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