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Introduction

Coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19) pandemic is
an emergency event that has been deeply influencing peo-
ple’s daily lives and mental health, and that we can con-
ceive as a traumatic event. Indeed, according to Foa’s
emotional processing theory (Foa & Rothbaum, 1998;
Foa, Steketee, & Rothbaum, 1989), traumatic events vio-
late the basic concepts of safety that people hold, with as-
sociated intense emotions. Hence, the substantial
psychological impact of the outbreak and its consequent
response is related to an increase in psychological prob-
lems, including anxiety, depression, and stress (Duan &
Zhu, 2020; Lima et al., 2020). 

Additionally, measures to limit viral transmission gen-
erate prolonged periods of isolation and loneliness, with
an impact on social interactions. 

Indeed, the pandemic has attacked not just individuals
but also their relationships and the groups related to those
relationships that deeply influence their existences (Mar-
marosh, Forsyth, Strauss, & Burlingame, 2020). For these
reasons, Marmarosh and colleagues (2020) highlighted
how extremely important groups can be when preventing
and treating people who are suffering during COVID-19. 

Research amply demonstrates the overall efficacy of
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group psychotherapy and its high cost-effectiveness
(Burlingame & Krogel, 2005). In this scenario, the psy-
choanalytic and psychodynamic group approaches
emerged as valuable since therapists with this orientation
could recognize early the potentiality of the group for
these situations and could use an adequate technique tai-
lored to the particularity that the psychological work in
the group required. The efficacy and effectiveness of the
face-to-face psychodynamic group intervention have been
established and supported by findings from primary stud-
ies and earlier meta-analyses in recent years. Psychody-
namic groups showed effect for different clinical
populations such as general psychiatric and trauma-spe-
cific symptoms, (Lau & Kristensen, 2007), anxiety disor-
ders (Barkowsky et al., 2016), personality disorders
(Lorentzen et al., 2015), and in different settings (Black-
more et al., 2009; Jensen, Mortesensen & Lotz, 2010).
Evidence collected showed also that the psychodynamic
group outcome was equivalent to that achieved through
individual psychotherapy (Burlingame & Jensen, 2015). 

During this season of crisis, the online/virtual modality
has been adopted and designed to provide support (Wallace,
Wladkowski, Gibson, & White, 2020). Although the online
space made it necessary to modify and adjust some aspects
of the group process, virtual groups represent an affordable
and convenient way to protect mental health during a time
of social distancing (Marmarosh et al., 2020). Groups pro-
vided a non-judgemental space in which people may share
concerns and hopes, and gain support and insight from oth-
ers. In literature, there is a lack of research on the
efficacy/effectiveness of online group therapy, and, as far
as we know, there is only one trial of Internet-based sub-
stance abuse therapy utilized videoconferencing to conduct
twice-weekly online group therapy sessions (King,
Brooner, Peirce, Kolodner, & Kidorf, 2009). 

Current research regarding online support groups fo-
cused on the importance of this intervention for people who
suffering from physical and debilitating illnesses. Positive
outcomes have been collected regarding, for example, the
internet-based group support to cancer depressive patients
(Gustafson et al., 2001; Winzelberg et al., 2003). According
to Rodgers & Chen (2005), participation in these groups
elicited positive coping toward breast cancer and improved
mood. Regarding this, a lot of attention has been paid to
the effects of online support groups, especially for cooper-
ative self-organization, mutual helping methods, and social
support interventions (Segal, Silverman, & Temkin, 1993).

The psychodynamic processes are important for un-
derstanding and managing individual and group problems
and behaviors associated with pandemics such as the de-
nial and others defensive reactions, spreading panic,
stigmatization, under-reactions, and over-reactions, so-
cially disruptive behavior, hoarding. In some cases, for
example, people explicitly refusing to acknowledge the
threatening reality even when presented with indisputable
data, while others intentionally engaging distractions to

eliminate from consciousness any thoughts of the threat-
ening reality. The aim of the present study was to qualita-
tively explore the participation of individuals in a
supportive psychodynamically oriented group designed
to help people to face the first lockdown in Milan (Italy)
in March 2020. 

In that period, the need for psychological interventions
was urgent but the pandemic created an excess load on
the Italian healthcare system, which had already been
characterized by a low number of mental health profes-
sionals in public services as a result of a general lack of
community programs and investments addressing these
aspects (Carta, 2019). For these reasons, some private
psychological supporting options were activated to allow
people to find the nearest psychologist/psychotherapist
and book a free teleconsultation (Marazziti, Pozza, Di
Giuseppe, & Conversano, 2020). A considerable portion
of these supportive groups had been developed only for
specific targets that have been recognized as high-risk
groups: online groups raised for health careers, COVID-
19 patients, relatives of COVID-19 victims, elderly peo-
ple or teenagers, groups to support mothers of infants,
young children, etc. (Weinberg, 2020).

In this context, psychotherapists seemed to receive at-
tention especially for their role as care providers. 

Indeed, studies on psychotherapists and COVID-19
investigated their relation with the online setting (e.g.,
Békés & Aafjes-van Doorn, 2020; Boldrini, Lomoriello,
Del Corno, Lingiardi, & Salcuni, 2020; Farber, Ort, &
Mayopoulos, 2020; Humer, Stippl, et al., 2020; Mac-
Mullin, Jerry, & Cook, 2020; McBeath, du Plock, &
Bager Charleson, 2020; Poletti et al., 2020), their fear of
becoming infected with COVID-19 during psychotherapy
in personal contact with relapses on their clinical activity
(Humer, Pieh, et al., 2020; Probst, Tagini et al., 2020),
their role as informants on their patients’ wellbeing
(Probst, Humer, et al., 2020b).

Only a few studies focused on their wellbeing. Probst
and colleagues (Probst, Kuska, et al., 2020) conducted a
survey that showed high levels of stress and job-related
worries for psychotherapists, especially for the ones who
had no other sources of income besides psychotherapy.
Aafjes-van Doorn, Békés, Prout, & Hoffman (2020) eval-
uated the presence of a higher level of vicarious trauma
in association with variables like younger age, less clinical
experience, and negative online treatment experience. Fi-
nally, one study (Kent, Hogan, Riddle, & Heesacker,
2020) investigated the experience of psychotherapist-in-
training testing positive for COVID-19. 

All authors supported the need for personal and pro-
fessional support for psychotherapists, especially during
this global health crisis. To the best of our knowledge, no
studies focus on interventions on psychotherapists as
users of a supportive service. 

The goals of this study were to investigate the partic-
ipation of these categories of professionals in a psycho-
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dynamically-oriented supportive intervention, and their
similarities and differences with the general population.
The target of the intervention provided were psychother-
apists, trainees in psychology and psychology students,
and individuals of the general population (named commu-
nity). Specifically, we were interested in their decision to
participate in this program, how the group experience in-
fluenced how their way to elaborate the psychological ef-
fects of pandemic and lockdown, and their perception of
the utility of this intervention. 

To pursue these objectives, we adopted a qualitative
approach, conducting a focus group with each group of
participants two weeks after the intervention. Data were
analyzed with the Linguistic Inquiry Word Count (LIWC;
Pennebaker et al., 2015; Pennebaker, Francis, & Booth,
2007), a computer text analysis program which is consid-
ered one of the most valid tools to provide an efficient and
effective method for studying the various emotional, cog-
nitive, and structural components present in verbal and
written speech samples (Pennebaker, Boyd, Jordan, &
Blackburn, 2015; Tausczik & Pennebaker, 2010).

During the COVID pandemic, the LIWC was used in
different contexts, especially to analyze data coming from
social media platforms, with some discrepant outcomes. 

Su and colleagues (2020) examined the impact of
COVID-19 Lockdown in Lombardy and Wuhan analyzing
psychosocial expressions on social media users, comparing
people’s psychological status before and after the beginning
of the lockdown in the two areas. Surprisingly, data of
Lombardy indicated a significant decrease in the frequency
of affective process words, specifically anxiety, after the
beginning of the lockdown, together with an increase of
cognitive mechanism words (e.g., discrepancy, possibility)
and personal concern words (e.g., home, leisure). These re-
sults were not in line with quantitative surveys conducted
in Italy which confirmed the relatively high rates of post-
traumatic stress symptoms, depression, anxiety, insomnia,
perceived stress, and adjustment disorder symptoms
(Casagrande, Favieri, Tambelli, & Forte, 2020; Mazza et
al., 2020; Moccia et al., 2020; Rossi et al., 2020).

Abdo, Alghonaim, and Essam (2020) investigated
with the LIWC the public perception of COVID-19’s
global health crisis on Twitter until 14 weeks after the out-
break, showing high levels of anger, anxiety, doubtful-
ness, and of contents related to cognitive processes. 

Similarly, Herat (2020) analyzed material from differ-
ent internet sources of Britain and Sri Lanka to evaluate
the psychological effects of the lockdown. They found
more negative emotions in the stories than positive emo-
tions, together with high overall use of cognitive words
and personal pronouns. They also registered a high use of
the first person singular pronoun that was used five times
more than the first person plural pronoun.

Li, Wang, Xue, Zhao, & Zhu (2020) examined Weibo
users’ data and found how people showed more negative
emotions (anxiety, depression, and indignation) and less

positive emotions after the declaration of COVID-19 on
the 20th of January.

The study by Essan & Abdo (2020) on Arab Tweeters
on a 12-week interval indicated stability on the levels of
analytical thinking, with anxiety and hostility that were
replaced by more ambivalent feelings at the end of March.
They also showed high scores of insight-words that indi-
cate high levels of individualism and rationality.

Interestingly, these results are in line with a study by
Barrett (2020) who used the LIWC to explore dreams dur-
ing the pandemic. The author showed how, during the
pandemic, in March, there were higher contents related to
health, death, negative emotions and anxiety, and lower
levels of positive emotions for both female and male com-
pared to normative data.

To the best of our knowledge, none of those studies
address psychotherapists as users.

This study aimed at exploring the subjective experi-
ence of psychotherapists, psychology students & trainees,
and individuals of the general population during the
COVID pandemic after they participated in an online psy-
chodynamically-oriented group intervention. We investi-
gated 1) similarities and differences in the perception of
COVID-19 reality and in their way they answered to the
stimuli provided during a focus group 2) the proportions
of linguistic categories associated with pronouns, emo-
tions, and cognitive processes in these different groups.

Specifically, based on the existing studies, it was hy-
pothesized for all the groups of participants lower scores
on the LIWC scale of positive emotions, and higher scores
of negative emotions, anxiety, anger, sadness, together
with higher contents linked to cognitive processes. Re-
garding psychotherapists, from a clinical perspective, we
hypothesized higher insight and attention to inner feelings
and more emotional contents than younger colleagues and
individuals of the community. 

Materials and Methods

Participants 

In March 2020, the School of Specialization in Psy-
choanalytic Psychotherapy COIRAG in Milan was one of
the first centers that provided an online group intervention
called “COndiVIDi” (the Italian word for sharing) to sup-
port people facing the distressing condition of the lock-
down. The target of the intervention were
psychotherapists, psychologists in training, clinical psy-
chology students, and the general population. 

The school offered for free a psychodynamically-ori-
ented three-weekly group sessions based on Yalom’s Cur-
ative Factors (Yalom & Leszcz, 2005) and carried out by
two expert psychotherapists. 

A total of 131 participants were recruited on social
networks and through snowball recruitment, and divided
into groups composed of from 8 to 12 participants. 
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One week after the end of the intervention, they were
all invited via email to voluntarily participate in a one-
session focus group to share feedback on the experience.
The invitation was accepted by 52 individuals, who were
grouped into three categories: psychotherapists (2 focus
groups, n=25, 45 male; M age=44.24±11.90; 24% mar-
ried, 48% unmarried, 4% divorced, 4% widowed, 8% de
facto, 12% n/a), psychology trainees and students (2 focus
groups, n=14, 4 male; M age=25.95±2.39; 7.14% married,
92.86% unmarried), individuals of the general population
(2 focus groups, n=13, 1 male; M age=42.78±17.02;
15.38% married, 53.85% unmarried, 7.69% divorced,
23.08% n/a).

Procedure 

The one-session focus groups lasted 90 minutes and
were videotaped. The present research project was ap-
proved by the Ethics Committee of the COIRAG and all
subjects involved signed the consent form, which in-
cluded the acceptance of being recorded and of the use of
the material for research purposes. 

Specifically, the focus group was designed to explore
their decision to participate in the supportive program, how
the group experience influenced their elaboration of the
psychological effects of pandemic and lockdown, and their
perception of the utility of the intervention. Each focus
group followed the standard procedure (Krueger, 2014) and
were facilitated by one experienced psychotherapist (4 in
total, 1 male, M age = 40.00±7.31) who was not directly
involved in the previous group interventions, together with
one psychologist in training as a co-conductor (3 in total,
all females, M age = 25.33±1.15), who was also the person
who transcribed the recorded material. 

At the beginning of each focus group, the purpose of
the meeting was discussed, together with the declaration of
the use of the material for research aims. Participants were
asked to introduce themselves, then conductors facilitated
the participants’ free expression in a confidential, respect-
ful, and non-judgmental climate. They guided the group
discussion through three main areas: their needs and expec-
tations on the group intervention, and if their point of
view/perception on the COVID emergency and their pro-
fessions changed after this experience (Needs and expec-
tations toward the supportive group); which aspects they
understood of themselves and of their reactions toward the
COVID emergency, including their way of feel/recognize
emotions and their view/understanding of other people
(Elaboration of pandemic experience); which aspects of the
group intervention they found more useful, what they
would have been changed of it, and which aspects helped
or impeded their participation and sharing into the groups
(Utility of the group intervention). The topics of these areas
were established a priori but not the time for each one. The
only instruction that was given to conductors was to cover
all the areas in the 90 minutes but to leave participants free
to contribute for each one following their preferences. Tran-

scripts obtained from the focus groups were then analyzed
through the Linguistic Inquiry Word Count, version 2015
(LIWC 2015; Pennebaker et al., 2015; Pennebaker, Francis,
& Booth, 2007), a psycholinguistic tool that analyzes the
linguistic features of the targets’ written self-descriptions.
The reliability and validity of LIWC analyses have been
well-established in many contexts (cf. Pennebaker et al.,
2015). The linguistic features were extracted from tran-
scripts by using the Italian LIWC dictionary (Agosti &
Rellini, 2007). Through this analysis, we obtained fre-
quency distributions of specific words and the different top-
ics of the focus groups. 

In this study, we assessed the elected psycholinguistic
features: pronouns (I, We); affective process words (pos-
itive and negative emotions); cognitive mechanism words
(causation, discrepancies, introspection, possibilities).

Additionally, following this first step, a content analy-
sis had been conducted. Based on LIWC results, two cou-
ples of independent judges (MB&SB LF&GT) read the
transcripts and extracted the most relevant comments, to-
gether with an interpretation of this material. They were
3 females and 1 male, all trained psychotherapists with
extensive knowledge of clinical contents. Each of them
did this activity separately, then they discussed together
in couple to find an agreement around which parts to se-
lect and which interpretations to formulate. 

Statistical analysis

Statistical analyses were conducted on data extracted
as follows: first words were dichotomous (yes/no) accord-
ing to whether they belonged to “Need”, “Elaboration”,
or “Utility”, then words belonging and not belonging to
any specific category were counted for each type of the
three groups (trainees and student, psychotherapist or
community). Data were not organized per-subjects but ag-
gregated for each focus group, therefore we had not dis-
tribution but just frequency. The same procedure was
followed for the words of all the other linguistic categories
extracted from LIWC (“I” and “We” pronouns, affective
and cognitive categories). In order to compare a specific
focus group with the others, word and category distribu-
tions were calculated by grouping the frequencies of all
focus groups minus the specific focus group considered.
Relationships between two variables (e.g. linguistic cate-
gory and type of focus group) were assessed by 2x2 con-
tingency tables performing the chi-squared test, a
significance level of P<0.05 was adopted.

Results

Table 1 shows the distribution of words that each
group spent in discussing the three themes established a
priori: Needs and expectations toward the supportive
group, Elaboration of pandemic experience, and Utility
of group intervention. Qualitative results were reported
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maintaining the same grouping order: psychotherapists,
trainees and students, community.

Needs and expectations toward the supportive group 

The first topic “Needs and expectations toward the
supportive group” was the main discussed argument dur-
ing the focus groups (42% of the total words). 

The psychotherapists spent almost one word out of two
of those detected by LIWC to talk about this topic (48%),
more than the other groups did (χ2=145.43, P<0.01). The
analysis of the contents seems to indicate that psychother-
apists were searching for support from other colleagues
both as a person and as a professional, to quit from the iso-
lation they perceived and find a container for thoughts and
emotions. An excerpt from the transcripts of this group il-
lustrates the meaning of this point:

“[…] find colleagues who would help me to recon-
struct a therapeutic thought … find high thoughts
as to say, (my usual) therapeutic thoughts .. the
need that I felt strong at that moment was to have
a container, I felt a bit the lack of a container
where I could try to put thoughts not only of a pro-
fessional but also a personal kind - to be able to
compare with colleagues both professionally and
on a human level … the need behind it was to get
out of isolation …”.

Interestingly, many clinicians stated that their expec-
tations on group intervention were to share ideas on how
to conduct online therapies and that the COVID emer-
gency changed their perception of technological tools. 

“I started from the expectation that we would talk
a little more about how to do online therapy - It is
as if the emergency had forced me to deal with
work situations that I would have never had before
… I would have never started making video calls
or videoconferences … the really surprising thing
for me was that my way of thinking about online
groups has changed”.

In the community group, emerged a strong need and
desire to socialize and to feel connected with other people,
while trainee&student group discussed less (37%) than

the other groups this topic (44% on average), showing
fewer expectations towards the possibility of receiving
support from this group.

Elaboration of pandemic experience

The topic “Elaboration of pandemic experience” was
more present in the community group (45%) than in groups
composed of psychotherapists (34%), or trainees&students
(33%). The analysis of the content seems to show that psy-
chotherapists focused more on the understanding of their
strategies to contain and manage emotions, and how these
influence their life from different perspectives. They un-
derlined how the power of their emotions limits their abil-
ities to reflect, and how they need more time to think about
what is happening to them, asking for an extra-space (more
group sessions) to face together feelings of detachment, the
anguish of distance, and isolation.

“at this moment we are not free to be able to
choose thoughts, to be able to choose actions and
therefore also understand what was positive and
negative, [..] it is very difficult now to give an
opinion [..] I really have to make an effort to go
back with my mind to a month ago”.

Participants of the community group, on the contrary,
underlined the importance of sharing the situation and
their strong emotions with other people, perceiving the
COVID as a universal condition: 

“(the group) made me feel that I was looking at
this COVID in a way of sharing, not being alone
[..], of sharing, of feeling- it allowed me to know
contexts [..] this universality helped me to know
and understand the context in which I live.” 

Trainees&students highlighted the importance of pro-
cessing one’s emotions, and how in the group this is pos-
sible through sharing and comparison with others. This
led to the recognition of their avoidant strategies to face
emotions: 

“from both my personal experience and what I saw
recurring in the group, it was the maneuver of
avoiding unpleasant emotions (..) for me it became
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a space for processing the emotions of all the emo-
tional movements that were overwhelming me and
for which I struggled alone (..) I saw a lot of emo-
tion in sharing and it helped me to be a little more
in the emotions, my perception has changed”.

and of the difficulty of dealing with one’s limits, even on
a professional level:

“the topic of being a psychologist emerged a bit.
Rethinking precisely the role (..) that is, we cannot
save the world (..) starting from the confrontation
with the group I realized that initially we dissociate
a lot to compartmentalize things and stay inside
them, afterward a strong sense of tenderness
emerged (..) I felt in the group this difficulty in
staying in the annoying dimension of the limit [..]
I was not aware of the emotions I was feeling - it
was a way to access other emotional aspects that
usually do not face each other”.

The utility of group intervention

The greatest number of words regarding the theme of
“Utility of group intervention” was found in the
trainee&student group (30%), which talks about it more
than psychotherapist (18%) and community group (13%).
All groups agreed on the importance of sharing emotions
and the interpersonal learning coming from listening, but
each of them had a different perspective on which elements
were more helpful for them and their self-disclosure.

Psychotherapists reflected on the online groups as a
tool, both as consumers and as professionals. Starting
from their personal experience, they overcame their re-
sistance around the use of technology for therapeutic pur-
poses, finding the group an effective tool.

Regarding their self-disclosure, they highlighted how
sharing groups with other colleagues was the most helpful
factor for this purpose.

“What certainly facilitated me a lot was the type
of listening that was in the groups, that is, in the
group over time both by the conductors and by the
people who participated and I thought it would not
be so easy for me in a group of non-psy col-
leagues… I made this a little… this fantasy”. 

For the community participants, the group was useful
to learn the importance of the here-and-now to tolerate
the uncertainty of the situation, together with the univer-
sality of their condition. Some of them explicit the desire
to have more sessions:

“Let’s say that the group allowed me to… under-
stand the importance of the present, to obviously
focus on the current situation, taking one step at a
time, without making too many projections” 

Trainees and students underlined how the group rep-
resented a secure setting where they can feel and express
their intense emotions or as an anchor point in a situation
that was like a “limbo” and stressed the importance of the
group to face their isolation:

“The way in which I have changed the way I per-
ceive my emotions may be connected to, I don’t
know, a greater acceptance perhaps of emotional
states that I usually did not allow myself, did not
allow myself to feel” [...] “the group helped me in
a complicated, difficult, new moment, to make
more contact, sharing it with other people, hearing
parts played by others during the group”.

Interestingly, they also highlighted the importance of
a clear and defined setting: the presence of a marked time-
frame for both the sessions and the whole intervention
was reassuring compared to the external/undefined situa-
tion they were living in. They state that this facilitated
their self-disclosure.

“I was struggling a bit at the end. But we reasoned
precisely on the fact that it was really nice to know
that this thing was finishing, that we knew there
was a limit, a container, compared to the situation
outside COVID, which instead we don’t know
when it will end and it is an indefinite situation.
This was very reassuring”.

Exploration of the linguistic categories associated
with pronouns, emotions, and cognitive processes
in the three groups

As shown in Table 2, also the frequencies of the cate-
gories of words indicate some differences among the four
groups. 

Singular and plural pronouns

Overall, groups tended to use more frequently singular
than plural pronouns (14% vs 4%),

psychotherapists more than participants in other
groups (16% vs 13% on average; χ2=11.92, P<0.01). The
analysis of the content seems to indicate that psychother-
apists use more this pronoun as a result of their focus on
their own experiences. Indeed, they seem to search for be-
longing and for a place where they can talk the same lan-
guage with professionals like them, but at the same time
they are reluctant and with prejudices, especially when
differences emerge related for example to age, origin, etc.,
and were surprised to find the other people (and sharing
with them) interesting.

“the level of communication, of exchange, in my
opinion, was very horizontal as if the institutional
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hierarchies had jumped... I thought that another
therapist younger than me had nothing to say to
me then I saw how different origins still manage
to talk to each other”.

On the contrary, the use of “we” was more evident (al-
though very small, 4%) in the group of the community
people, as a way for the group members to express their
need for belonging and of facing their isolation with a
strong sense of intimacy. 

“now we belong - as regards what happened in
our group - it was an experience of humanity and
depth - I see myself in a more expanded community
reasoning [..] I saw how the group was let’s all say
in the same boat - we talked quietly about our-
selves - we helped each other in the interpretation
of what was happening [..] is it was more a focus
on ourselves [..] the disease and the outside we
have not talked about it much”.

Regarding trainees and students, the analyses of the
content seems to indicate a shift during the focus group,

with higher use of “I” (“io” in Italian) at the beginning to
introduce and distinguish themselves, and take the floor.
Progressively, it was more frequent the use of me too
(anche io, in Italian), supporting the sharing of situations
and emotions among participants, and how they were mir-
roring each other. The pronoun “we” was also more com-
mon in the last part of the session (4%), demonstrating a
higher definition and involvement as a group.

Affective process

The use of affective process words was similar in all
the groups, ranging from 13% (in the psychotherapist
group) to 17% (in the community group) (see Table 2).
Going deep into the examination, the percentages of pos-
itive emotion for all groups was 1-2%, whereas the use of
negative emotions was significantly higher ranging from
5-6% (χ2=795.14, P<0.01). The analysis of the content
seems to show for all groups, although in a different
amount, a general tendency to avoid emotions as a strat-
egy to face the difficult reality and how the group inter-
vention made them more aware of this mechanism.

Psychotherapists underlined the presence of defenses
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Table 2. Distribution of categories among focus groups.

                                                 Overall     Students and Trainees      Psychotherapists     Community     Comparison to average of other groups#

                                                     %                          %                                   %                          %             

Pronoun “I”                                  14                          16                                   18                          15             Psychotherapists, χ2=117.56, P<0.001
                                                                                                                                                                         Students and Trainees, χ2=15.66 P<0.001
                                                                                                                                                                         Community, ns

Pronoun “we”                                4                            3                                     2                            5              Psychotherapists, χ2=88.31, P<0.001
                                                                                                                                                                         Students and Trainees, ns
                                                                                                                                                                         Community, χ2=88.23, P<0.001

Affective process                          15                          15                                   13                          17             Psychotherapists, χ2=11.91, P<0.001
                                                                                                                                                                         Students and Trainees, χ2= 20.03, P<0.001
                                                                                                                                                                         Community, χ2=103.45, P<0.001

Positive emotions                          2                            2                                     1                            2              Psychotherapists, ns
                                                                                                                                                                         Students and Trainees, χ2=4.61, P=0.031
                                                                                                                                                                         Community, ns

Negative emotions                         5                            5                                     5                            6              Psychotherapists, ns
                                                                                                                                                                         Students and Trainees, ns
                                                                                                                                                                         Community, χ2=40.58, P<0.001

Causation                                       8                            9                                     9                            9              Psychotherapists, ns
                                                                                                                                                                         Students and Trainees, χ2=4.84, P=0.027
                                                                                                                                                                         Community, ns

Introspection                                 10                          12                                   10                          10             Psychotherapists, ns
                                                                                                                                                                         Students and Trainees, χ2=53.07, P<0.001
                                                                                                                                                                         Community, ns

Discrepancies                                7                            7                                    10                          10             Psychotherapists, χ2=96.39, P<0.001
                                                                                                                                                                         Students and Trainees, χ2=29.62, P<0.001
                                                                                                                                                                         Community, χ2=102.54, P<0.001

Possibility                                     16                          14                                   19                          19             Psychotherapists, χ2=204.51, P<0.001
                                                                                                                                                                         Students and Trainees, χ2=4.55, P=0.032
                                                                                                                                                                         Community, χ2=172.13, P<0.001

#Average of other groups is obtained by subtracting the percentage of words used by the group considered from the overall average.
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around emotions, with feelings of fears and a sense of in-
adequacy, and a need for a security device for emotions.

“at this moment the safety device of emotions and
experiences is to put together what you are feeling
(..) on the one hand there was this confirmation that
we are not enough and the certainty that we are no
longer the same, now we go away with less fear and
more courage - sharing allowed me to become more
aware of the defenses I was activated […] and then
our group acted as a container, it was possible to
hear more things and it was great nourishment.”

In the community group, participants underlined more
a state of confusion, a problem in understanding their
emotional world, perceiving themselves as “stuck” and/or
“in the quicksand”, and how this was associate with feel-
ings of guilt. For this reason, they stressed the importance
of the group as a place to share and accept these feelings,
and to discover that also other people share the same prob-
lems, with an optimistic view of the future.

“the group taught me to forgive .. to forgive myself
because in this situation I was not as efficient as I
was and I felt guilty [..] seeing that other people also
had difficulty managing their day, their thoughts [.
.] made me feel a little less alone in this”.

Analysis on the trainees and students confirmed the
positive impact of the group and how it helped them to
discover an unknown sense of proximity with other peo-
ple, which helped them to get more in touch with their
real emotions: 

“at the beginning of the group maybe before I was-
n’t in contact with real emotions (..) what helped
me to do the group is feeling more closeness with
others- [..] it was a way to access other emotional
states that we don’t usually deal with - it was in-
teresting to see myself in anguish.”

Similarly, they also highlighted the possibility in the
group to recognize and tolerate the intensity of their emo-
tional world:

“avoid particular emotions but rather go in search
of answers to questions we were asking ourselves”.

Cognitive mechanisms

Viceversa, the use of cognitive process ranged from
44% (trainees and students) to 49% (in the community
sample), showing on an average higher percentage of use
for this category than the affective one (47% vs 20%;
χ2=1121, P<0.01). The categories Possibility (words like
“maybe”) and Discrepancy (e.g., “if”) were more used in
the community group and the psychotherapist’s group

(19% and 10%, respectively) than in the trainees&stu-
dent’s group (11%). The analysis of the content seems to
show that the community group used the group interven-
tion to feel more active, instead of passive, in this condi-
tion, and to feel the possibility to make some changes and
to keep them in the future. Indeed, they notice differences,
underline the power of sharing emotions, perceive a “for-
ever” modification in “their way of communicating”, and
feel the possibility to use different participants’ opinions
as a source of growth accepting the presence of different
experiences and points of views. 

“Since the sea in this period is particularly stormy...
the drops risk of being perceived a little less, but for
this reason I have to say, they are not less valuable
here ... therefore, even being able to simply grasp
an aspect of difference or of utility … compared to
before …The only thought that there was also this
project... the fact that someone thought about put-
ting people together so that they could share this
topic has already been a useful thing”.

In the psychotherapist’s group, these cognitive words
seem to more related to how they talk about their preju-
dice toward the group intervention and how their idea on
it changed, on their difficulty to freely show themselves
and to leave their professional role, using variables as age
and clinical experience as shelters. 

“maybe the difference of age a little benefited
me..., facing a situation so objectively and subjec-
tively demanding, traumatic, unexpected, terrible
…perhaps requires a certain Self-structure”.

Additionally, contrary to our hypothesis, words related
to introspection were used more by trainees&students
than psychotherapists (and the community group) (χ2=
53.07, P<0.001). 

The content analysis seems to indicate a cognitive
elaboration of their emotional processes, with a beneficial
internalization of the group experience

“I heard... in me... to resound and to provide of a
meaning … the emotion I felt during the group and
that I felt even later the conclusion of the group.
And... and it has been very helpful to me, in the
sense that... although absolutely strangers at the
beginning, I was able to share, to find also a reso-
nance, let’s say, and recognition more or less of the
same emotion”.

Discussion

The goal of the present study was to qualitatively ex-
plore the psychological effects of pandemic and lockdown
by analyzing the experiences of psychotherapists, psy-
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chology trainees and students, and individuals of the gen-
eral population after they participated in an online sup-
portive group. The focus group was considered as the
elective instrument because of its capacity to share feel-
ings, thoughts, and support reflection among participants.
Although the preliminary nature of the empirical results
we found must be kept in mind, across the groups our
findings confirmed the presence of a condition of isola-
tion, suffering, and uncertainty as highlighted by all par-
ticipants. These data are in line with findings from
quantitative research on the phenomenon both in Italy
(e.g., Casagrande et al., 2020; Mazza et al., 2020; Moccia
et al., 2020; Rossi et al., 2020) and in other Countries
(e.g., Duan & Zhu, 2020; Lima et al., 2020). They seem
also to be supported by the analysis of the content of the
linguistic categories, which showed high use of the first
person singular pronoun and low use of the first plural
pronoun in all the three groups, especially in psychother-
apists, together with higher words related to cognitive
processes. According to the literature (Herat, 2020; Pen-
nebaker & Niederhoffer, 2003), indeed, a high number of
first-person singular pronouns and cognitive processes
could be related to mental distress. 

Regarding the experience of the online group inter-
vention, most participants showed a great expectation of
being part of a group and perceived it as a helpful tool to
overcome difficulties, receive support, make sense of the
chaos they were experiencing. Sharing emotions and
learning from other people’s experiences and points of
view were the most important aspects underlined, together
with the importance of the universality of their condition
that helped them to face their emotions. Our results re-
garding the presence and the management of emotions in
the group are controversial. On one side, qualitative data
indicate the group helped participants to be more aware
of the intensity of their emotional worlds, of the difficulty
in understanding what they feel (especially by the com-
munity group), and of their avoidant strategies to tolerate
them. On the other side, we found low percentages of
words related to positive and negative emotions in all
groups. Regarding this, it should be remembered that the
small number of participants and groups involved in the
study is a relevant limitation and represents a potential
bias for all the study findings. However, data are in line
with the findings found by Su et al. (2020) in Lombardy.
People mentioned the presence of anguish, guilt, fear, and
inadequacy, but in their discussion seemed to be present
the tendency to avoid or minimize feelings related to
threats and consequences (Floyd, Prentice-Dunn, &
Rogers, 2000). Similarly, the high use of cognitive process
words for all the four groups may confirm this avoidance
from emotions and indicate the need to find explanations
and rationalize what has been happening (reappraisal).
According to C. Hill (1987), our results seem to suggest
that in-group coping mechanisms can be framed in an at-
tempt to acquire reassuring information from others.

Examining how the same topics were treated differ-
ently within the three categories, data seem to indicate
significant peculiarities. 

Comparing psychotherapists, trainees and students,
and community, data show that psychotherapists focused
more on talking about their needs and expectations toward
the supportive group, with an overlapping between them
as individuals and professionals that is traceable during
all the topics, including their consideration of the utility
of the group intervention. Related to this, they seem to
highly appreciate the composition of the group by only
colleagues, as an important element for their self-disclo-
sure. However, they mentioned several prejudices they
had around the online groups and the heterogenetic com-
position of the group with both young and old colleagues.
Interestingly, it seems that the most skeptical participants
were the ones who knew better the group as an instrument
and the intervention process. 

Students and trainees share a similar trend with psy-
chotherapists, with a tendency to search for tools to help
them in their profession and a similar amount of the first
person pronoun. However, while psychotherapists seem
to use it as a result of their focus on their own experiences
with a detached position from others, they were more able
to create a cohesive group. Trainees and students focused
more on the utility of the group intervention, although
they had low expectations on it, highlighting how getting
in touch with their emotions and limits related to the
COVID situation influenced their vision of the profession
of the psychologist, with a less grandiose and more real-
istic approach. As stated above, these conclusions should
be taken with caution given the limited number of subjects
on which they are based

Finally, the community group talked more about their
elaboration of the pandemic experience and underlined
the importance of creating connections with other people
and belonging to a group. This seems confirmed by their
higher use of the first person plural and cognitive words
related to discrepancy and possibility. Thanks to the
group, they learned to focus on the here-and-now and to
tolerate their difficulty in understanding their feelings.

Clinical suggestions

Some clinical speculation traceable in this study, nev-
ertheless its limits, could represent a suggestion for future
interventions. Firstly, the focus group appears for all the
participants an effective tool to capture their needs and to
help them to face the situation, confirming the group as a
powerful instrument during the COVID pandemic and
that should be the first approach to use in emergencies.
Participants’ satisfaction and their request for more time
or sessions as expressed in the group confirmed this pos-
itive impact. 

The experience of trainees and students was particu-
larly positive as they underlined how a defined and struc-
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tured setting was useful for them to face the uncertainty
of the external environment. Taken together this points
out the importance of thinking and creating devices that
are adequate in terms of time for the objectives that are
proposed.

Additionally, it is interesting to note the role played
by the group composition. As expected, being social (on-
line) proved to be particularly important in a time of social
distancing for psychological and emotional well-being
(Yalom & Leszcz, 2005; Marmarosh et al., 2020). This
was true especially for psychotherapists, where the homo-
geneity of the group leads participants (that did not re-
ceive any suggestion in this sense) to talk about something
that they can share at that (professional) level they con-
verged. Data that emerged from this study provide impor-
tant information on their management of the current
distressing situation, especially because of their role as
care providers (vicarious traumatization; Aafjes-van
Doorn et al., 2020), with a detachment from other people,
from emotions and introspection, together with a strong
overlapping between personal and professional identity
(often used as a shelter). These aspects should be taken
into consideration in the development of supportive inter-
ventions for psychotherapists. 

Limitations

The results of this study are preliminary, and addi-
tional research is necessary to provide information about
the experience of psychotherapists, students and trainees,
and community people during COVID pandemic. Indeed,
some limitations of this study warrant consideration. 

Firstly, the size and the composition of the sample that
is not representative of the Italian general population and
not balanced for gender and age, with a higher percentage
of females. Future studies should investigate gender dif-
ferences, use larger samples, and provide more detailed
demographic information. 

Secondly, the use of a single measure as the LIWC.
This instrument only counts and classifies words, which
may be legitimately criticized as oversimplifying the full
richness of the psychological phenomena that may occur
when people communicate (Shaw et al., 2008). Future
studies should provide information coming from multiple
instruments to avoid the risk to misinterpret results. More-
over, the length of the focus groups (one session of 90
minutes) could represent a further limit due to insufficient
time to develop the proposed themes. Regarding this, the
number of participants in the psychotherapist’s groups
was higher than the others, and this might impact the dis-
tribution of the time. Similarly, the order of the topics pre-
sented by the conductors during the focus groups might
influence the time dedicated to each section. Future stud-
ies should alter the order of the themes to provide a more
precise understanding of this phenomenon.

Moreover, the fact that the provider of the intervention

was a school of psychotherapy may represent a bias for
the expectations of participants belonging to the psychol-
ogy field, so additional studies are necessary to explore
this difference among groups. 

Finally, another limitation is also related to the need
for more information about those participants who did the
intervention but did not accept the invitation for the focus
group. In our sample, only 52 out of 131 accepted to par-
ticipate in the study. Regarding this, some hypotheses may
be formulated, including the small timeframe between the
invitation and the day of the focus group of only 5 days;
additionally, in the recruitment, the School who provided
the intervention declared that the aim of the focus group
was for research. Those variables might have selected the
participants, so more studies are needed to be sure that,
for example, only the most satisfied individuals accept to
participate in the research. 
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