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The objective of this investigation was to ascertain the career obstacles that therapists
encounter in telephone counseling. The current research methodology is applied and
qualitative, with a focus on phenomenology. The population of this research
consisted of active therapists in Tehran during the years 2024-2025. The sampling
process was deliberate and persisted until saturation data was obtained. Ultimately,
15 therapists were selected. Semi-structured interviews were conducted with
participants. Coding was implemented employing the Colaizzi seven-step
methodology and MAXQDA.20 software to analyze the data. The identification of
68 primary concepts, 14 sub-themes, and 5 main themes was the result of data
analysis. Five primary themes were identified: communication challenges (lack of
access to nonverbal cues, ambiguity in verbal expression, environmental factors, and
difficulty in trust), technical challenges (difficulty in connecting and accessing
technology), psychological challenges (emotional and behavioral), developmental
challenges (lack of culture-building initiatives, insufficient infrastructure, and neglect
of human resources), and organizational-structural challenges (poor human resources
management, weak policies, and difficulty in measuring the effectiveness of
telephone counseling). The results of this study have the potential to provide a
significant explanation for the obstacles associated with this occupation and the
pathways that require review or even redefining in this field. In this regard, it appears
that it is crucial to consider individual issues and peripheral issues, such as society
and organization, due to the unique position that this role and its human resources
occupy.
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Extended Abstract

Aim

Telephone counseling has a broad range of applications, and its importance in today’s society is greater
than ever. A review of the research literature reveals numerous challenges associated with this form of
intervention (McChord et al., 2021). One primary challenge involves establishing therapeutic
communication, which significantly influences other components of therapy (Rowen et al., 2022; Békés et
al., 2021). Additionally, telephone counseling and psychotherapy face several limitations, including
concerns related to confidentiality and privacy, unreliable technology, lack of face-to-face response in
extremely critical situations, limited effectiveness for severe mental disorders, restricted access to
nonverbal cues, and various ethical and legal issues (DiCarlo et al., 2021; Uchendu & Blake, 2017). In this
context, the therapist’s voice quality, speech rate, and tone are essential for maintaining therapeutic flow,
facilitating information exchange, and ultimately establishing rapport (Liu et al., 2020).

At the same time, therapists must demonstrate empathy, provide verbal feedback, use reflection
techniques, and engage in mindful self-disclosure with heightened sensitivity (Sickels, 2025). In addition to
the inherent complexities of the therapist’s role in telephone counseling, common reasons clients seek help
include suicidal ideation, depression, and interpersonal difficulties (Matthews et al., 2023; Dadfar & Lester,
2019). Altogether, these factors make the professional conditions of telephone counseling particularly
demanding. The importance of addressing these issues is amplified today, as understanding these
therapeutic processes is essential due to their far-reaching effects on treatment outcomes. Furthermore,
clients’ challenges may manifest differently across cultural contexts.

Methodology

This study employed an applied, qualitative research design using a phenomenological approach. The
study population consisted of active counselors and therapists in Tehran Province during 2024-2025.
Participants were selected through purposive criterion sampling. In criterion sampling, individuals must
meet specific characteristics—such as having experience with a particular phenomenon (Bazargan, 2020).
In this study, all participants had prior experience providing therapy in the form of telephone counseling.

To minimize heterogeneity within the sample, several inclusion criteria were applied: (1) willingness to
participate in the study, (2) holding a valid membership and professional license from the Psychology and
Counseling Organization, (3) residency in Tehran, (4) no history of chronic physical or mental illness, (5)
at least two years of experience in telephone counseling, and (6) being between 30 and 45 years old.
Sampling continued until data saturation was reached, resulting in a final sample of 15 participants.

Data were collected using a researcher-developed semi-structured interview. The interview questions
focused on exploring therapists’ perspectives on the challenges associated with telephone counseling. Data
analysis was conducted using the Colaizzi method, one of the most widely recognized procedures in
phenomenological research.

Findings

Among the 15 participants, the average age was 35.33 years. Eighty percent (n = 12) held a master’s
degree, one had a PhD, and two were PhD students. Most participants, 73.33% (n = 11), worked in the
public sector, while 26.66% (n = 4) worked in the private telephone counseling sector; additionally, 20% (n
= 3) worked in both sectors. Their average experience with telephone counseling was 4.5 years,
predominantly in family or clinical fields. Data analysis identified 68 primary concepts, 14 sub-themes, and
five main themes:

1. Communication challenges — including limited access to nonverbal cues, ambiguity in verbal
expression, environmental factors, and difficulties in building trust.

2. Technical challenges — difficulties in connecting to and accessing technology.
3. Psychological challenges — encompassing emotional and behavioral factors.

4. Developmental challenges — lack of culture-building initiatives, inadequate infrastructure, and
neglect of human resources.
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5. Organizational-structural challenges — including poor human resource management, weak
policies, and difficulties in evaluating the effectiveness of telephone counseling.

Conclusion

The purpose of this study was to explore the career challenges faced by psychotherapists in telephone
counseling. The first main theme identified was communication challenges in telephone counseling, which
refers to obstacles or problems that arise from deficiencies in the process of transmitting or understanding
messages between the client and the counselor. It appears that the communication component in this
context can be one of the most challenging aspects of this treatment method, which, according to Rowen et
al. (2022), can also affect other components of treatment. Technical challenges are the second main theme
identified from the interviews with the participants. These challenges in telephone counseling refer to
problems related to the technology, tools, and infrastructure used to establish and maintain telephone
communication. Speech and voice are critical components of telephone counseling (Sickles, 2025);
consequently, their quality is essential for effective communication (Liu et al., 2020). Therefore, technical
disturbances that affect the platform for voice transmission play a significant role in the telephone
counseling process. Participants regarded these challenges as major obstacles to establishing a secure
relationship between the counselor and the client. The third main theme was the psychological challenges
that therapists face in their careers. Telephone psychological services can create a more sensitive
environment for therapists, particularly due to the presence of difficult clients (Matthews et al., 2023).
Developmental challenges were identified as the fourth main theme and refer to obstacles that hinder the
progress, expansion, or improvement of telephone counseling, potentially causing issues for the growth of
the organization. The final theme addressed is the organizational-structural challenges that arise within the
career path of telephone counseling.

The study had several limitations: the sample was restricted to therapists in Tehran, and participants came
from diverse specialties, limiting generalizability. Workload and reduced motivation influenced
cooperation, and only career challenges were examined, without considering potential strategies for
professional improvement. Future research should explore practical solutions—particularly for technical
issues—and investigate telephone counseling with high-risk clients, such as individuals with suicidal
ideation, across different cultures. Findings emphasize the importance of addressing personal, social, and
organizational factors and support the development of training programs, specialized protocols, and
evaluation systems to tackle core challenges in this field.
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