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Abstract 

In the Italian context, the psychology profession is regulated by a partic-
ular legal framework, which establishes that (a) a set of expert functions 
(e.g., psychological diagnosis, rehabilitation) are exclusively reserved to the 
psychology profession (b) psychotherapy is defined a second-order function 
reserved to psychologists (and practitioners) having a 4-year specialization 
after the master degree in psychology. This specific institutional framework 
raises the necessity of a threefold differentiation. First, the need to set clear 
scientific boundaries between professional psychology and other non-psy-
chological forms of professional/expert practice (e.g., counselor, mental 
coach). Second, the need to clarify the specificity of the psychology practices 
operating in the clinical field with respect to those operating in other fields 
of intervention (e.g., school, community). Third, the need to model the 
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articulation between the clinical psychologist and the psychotherapist. The 
paper provides a model to operate such a differentiation. Though motivated 
by and focused on the peculiarity of the Italian context, the current paper 
offers considerations that may transcend that context and be of general inter-
est. 
 
Keywords: Psychology profession, clinical psychology, psychotherapy. 
 
 
Introduction 
 

The psychology profession operates over a very broad range of phe-
nomena and issues, in response to many forms of demands made by a 
plurality of social actors – e.g., individuals, groups, companies, insti-
tutions. In most – if not all – of the many domains of intervention 
where the psychology profession is active, other professions and ex-
pert functions are present, sometimes as complementary resources, 
sometimes as overlapping and competitive suppliers (e.g., social 
workers, trainers, human resource managers).  

It is therefore important to have a clear definition of specificities and 
boundaries between the different professional and expert functions as 
well as between the functional profiles and levels inside the psycholog-
ical profession. This paper is meant as a contribution in this direction. 
The document reports the conclusions reached by the working group 
created by the authors, in response to the request of the National Council 
of Italian Psychologists which asked for a scientific-technical opinion, 
as to how to “establish and define the activities of prevention, habilita-
tion, rehabilitation and support in goals, methodology, procedures and 
actions in psychology with particular attention to the clinical setting, 
and regarding the same dimensions in psychotherapy”. 

Thus, the paper focuses on the Italian context, where the psychol-
ogy profession is regulated by its own particular legal framework, 
which establishes that (a) a set of expert functions (e.g., psychological 
diagnosis, rehabilitation) are exclusively reserved to the psychology 
profession, and (b) psychotherapy is defined a second-order function 
reserved to psychologists (and practitioners) having a 4-year speciali-
zation after the master degree in psychology. This specific institutional 
framework raises the necessity of a threefold differentiation. First, the 
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need to set clear scientific boundaries between professional psychol-
ogy and other non-psychological forms of professional/expert practice 
(e.g., counselor, mental coach, clinical pedagogue, clinical sociologist, 
philosophical counselor, etc.). Second, the need to clarify the specific-
ity of the psychology practices operating in the clinical field with re-
spect to those operating in other fields of intervention (e.g., school, 
community, legal contexts, sport, marketing). Third, the need to model 
the articulation between the basic and specialist profiles of profes-
sional practice in the clinical field – namely between the domain of 
competence of the clinical psychologist (where a Master’s degree is 
the level of education required to practice) and that of the psychother-
apist (where a 4-year specialization is the requirement for practicing).  

Though motivated by and focused on the peculiarity of the Italian 
context, the current paper offers considerations that may transcend that 
context and be of general interest. Our aim is to foster debate on the 
specificity of the psychology profession – including psychotherapy ‒ 
and on concepts and methods by means of which psychology practices 
can regulate their dynamic intertwinement, both among themselves as 
well as with other expert functions. 

The paper is broken down into 3 parts. As a preliminary stage, the 
Italian institutional scenario is outlined. Then, the specificity of clini-
cal psychology practice is discussed. Finally, the distinction between 
clinical psychology and psychotherapy is addressed. 

Scenario 

Methodological premise 

The clarification of the psychology and psychotherapy boundaries 
should be based on the idea that it should serve the interested parties 
(professionals, Orders, institutional agencies) to regulate professional 
praxis in a public and reliable manner. It is therefore necessary that the 
distinctions between psychology, the clinical field and psychotherapy, 
besides being valid from a theoretical-empirical standpoint, should be 
applicable to concrete cases ‒ i.e., to answer questions such as: does 
professional conduct x, by reason of its ostensible and documentable 
characteristics a, b, c, fall within the functions that the law considers 
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to be the exclusive domain of the psychologist? Does it concern the 
clinical scope of that professional’s act? Is it an act that falls within 
those that the law reserves for the psychotherapist?  

Thus, it is not enough to make theoretically grounded conceptual 
distinctions; it is also necessary that such distinctions be anchored in 
objectifiable findings, reference to which puts the actors involved in a 
position to interpret and classify concrete cases. Incidentally, such an-
choring becomes difficult to achieve due to the contingent nature of 
professional action ‒ that is, to the fact that the meaning of the practi-
tioner’s action does not reside exclusively in the operations that sub-
stantiate it (e.g., conducting an interview, administering a test) but in 
how these operations interact and combine with each other within and 
according to the context determined by the user’s request and the or-
ganizational and institutional conditions of the intervention. 

 
 

Normative context 
 
Consideration of the boundaries and structure of the psychological 

profession must necessarily take into account the specificity of the 
normative scenario governing the profession in Italy. Law 56/1989 es-
tablishes the professional figure of the psychologist, without further 
differentiation. In Italy, therefore, the psychologist is a single profes-
sional figure, qualified to practise in any field of intervention, to deal 
with any problem/requirement (except for psychotherapy, the practice 
of which is tied to the achievement of the level of specialized training). 

The lack of normative differentiation of the professional figure re-
flects the conception (and practice) of the profession prevalent in the 
Italian context at the time Law 56/1989 was formulated. At that time 
the psychological profession was seen as substantiated by intervention 
methods and techniques of general applicability, transversal to the dif-
ferent fields of intervention. 
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The Profession’s functional profile 
 
Nowadays it should be recognized that while the domain-general 

dimension of the psychologist’s functional profile is an inherent char-
acteristic of the profession, the latter is not limited to that. In fact, the 
psychological profession is also qualified by two other, domain-spe-
cific dimensions necessary for the modulation/tailoring of profes-
sional action because of the context/phenomena/problems addressed: 
 sectoral technical skills ‒ relating to the specificity of the prob-

lems/phenomena on which one is intervening ‒ for example: a mo-
tivational interview and a psychodiagnostic assessment interview 
share methodological and technical aspects (e.g., models for inter-
preting the question) but require different conducting criteria, due 
to the context in which and according to which they are exercised 
(purposes, organizational conditions); 

 interface skills ‒ relating to knowledge of the organizational-insti-
tutional frameworks of intervention (e.g., norms, standards, lines of 
development, organizational models and dynamics, timelines) ‒ for 
example: a psychologist who intends to work in the legal context 
needs to know the qualifying standards of expert witness texts, the 
procedures in which they are embedded, the way they are inter-
preted and used by commissioners, and the implications potentially 
associated with them. 
It can be reasonably assumed that, since the late 1980s, rather than 

the general component, the role of domain-specific skills within the 
psychology function has increased ‒ and continues to increase ‒ be-
cause of the progressive differentiation of social, institutional and pro-
duction systems. 

From a complementary standpoint, it is worth noting that the rele-
vance of domain-specific competencies is both reflected and further 
nurtured by the structure of undergraduate training in psychology. 
Most psychology degree courses share the structure that combines a 
generalist phase (three-year segment) and a sectoral differentiation 
phase (master’s segment). Almost all of Italy’s master’s degree 
courses are anchored to a domain of intervention (health, clinical, 
work, education, community), thus aiming primarily at the promotion 
of domain-specific knowledge and skills. 
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Implications 
 
The two contextual elements recalled above are dialectically related 

to each other. On the one hand, the norm delineates the profession of 
the psychologist as a unicum; on the other hand, under the impetus of 
the progressive differentiation of social systems, the psychological 
profession (with the system of academic training at its base) is becom-
ing increasingly sectorialized. Both elements are structural data that 
cannot be ignored or eliminated and therefore need to be brought back 
to synthesis. 

To do so, it is useful to enhance the distinction between the two 
levels of the normative system that regulates the psychological profes-
sion ‒ the statutory provision (56/89) and the deontological norm. The 
terms of this distinction are specified below. 
a) The qualified psychologist has legitimacy to work in any field of 

intervention. This means that “clinical psychologist” is a concept 
which is void of a legal profile: only “psychologist” exists under 
Italian law, without further specification. Rather than clinical psy-
chologist, it is therefore appropriate to refer to clinical psychology 
(as well as school psychology, legal psychology, sport psychology, 
tourism psychology), meaning by this term a specific sectoral field 
of practice of the psychology profession. In short, there is not the 
clinical psychologist but the psychologist working in the field of 
clinical psychology. 

b) The specification of the field of operation is relevant, however, be-
cause of the combination of the deontological norm and the pro-
gressive sectoral differentiation of the profession. The deontologi-
cal norm binds the professional psychologist to work exclusively 
within the areas for which he or she has the necessary skills. On the 
other hand, as mentioned above, sectoral differentiation means that 
an (increasingly) significant share of skills are domain-specific. 
Consequently, deontology makes the differences between domains 
of intervention salient because of the different functional profiles 
of competence associated with them. 
From this standpoint, the psychology profession is configured sim-

ilarly to the medical profession, differing from the engineering profes-
sion. In fact, we know that the law does not preclude the qualified 
physician from intervening in any kind of health-related problem; the 
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physician, however, is subject to the deontological requirement to op-
erate “in science and conscience”, that is, exclusively within the pe-
rimeter defined by the skills he or she has. In contrast, the engineer’s 
license is not general, but sectorial: each engineer, by virtue of the 
class of degree he or she has acquired, qualifies in a field of practice. 
Sectorization is thus, in this case, established at the level of law, rather 
than deontologically. 

In short, broadening the reasoning to the deontological norm leads 
to the conclusion that it is useful to supplement the two “classical” 
differentiations ‒ psychological profession vs. non-psychological 
practice and non-specialist psychological practice vs. psychotherapy ‒ 
with a third “horizontal” differentiation, internal to the psychological 
profession, between the areas of intervention, which is cogent from 
the deontological standpoint. 
 
 
Psychology profession and clinical psychology 
 
The specificity of the psychology profession in Italy 

 
The distinction between the psychology profession and non-psy-

chological professional practices is the subject of previous National 
Council of Italian Psychologist’s previous documents, to which we 
refer for an in-depth discussion. Systematically, these documents 
ground and derive the specificity of the psychological profession 
from its anchoring in psychological science. The action of the psy-
chologist in the various fields of intervention, including the clinical 
one, is based on psychological theories that may be differentiated in 
methods and techniques (psychoanalytic, cognitive-behavioral, sys-
temic, social-cognitive, etc.) but have in common the scientific study 
of the individual and group mind, and the relationship between intra-
psychic, interpersonal and social dimensions, between subjectivity, 
intersubjectivity and relationship. Psychological science has specific 
theoretical and cultural foundations, and it is to these that profes-
sional psychology refers. 

This link with the common foundations of psychological science 
distinguishes the psychologist working in the clinical field not only 
from the counselor and the clinical pedagogue, but also from the 
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medical clinician and the neuroscientist who studies the foundations 
of the mind (in the same way it distinguishes the psychologist working 
in sports from the mental coach, the psychologist working in organi-
zations from the other counseling figures active in that context, the 
psychologist working in schools from the pedagogue, etc.). 

The curriculum provided by the bachelor’s degree and then by the 
master’s degree ensures the psychologist a common and specific foun-
dation that the university training of pedagogues, physicians and neu-
roscientists does not contemplate: their intervention is therefore based 
on other scientific assumptions and related methods. Incidentally, this 
means there is a specificity of clinical psychology compared to clinical 
medicine with which it is integrated in a system of care that is increas-
ingly multi and interdisciplinary (and in perspective, transdiscipli-
nary), respecting the fundamental biopsychosocial approach that char-
acterizes modern health systems. 
 
 
The clinical psychology field. Background 

 
The clinical psychology field has been the subject of several defi-

nitions, both at international and national levels. 
According to Division 12 of the American Psychological Associa-

tion, clinical psychology aims at the scientific study ‒ integrating so-
cial science, theory and clinical knowledge ‒ and applications of psy-
chology regarding the understanding, prevention and intervention con-
cerning stressogenic and dysfunctional psychological problems, and 
the promotion and maintenance of psychological well-being. 

More specifically on the application level, APA considers clinical 
psychology as follows. 

 
Clinical psychology is the psychological specialty that provides 

continuing and comprehensive mental and behavioral health care for 
individuals, couples, families, and groups; consultation to agencies 
and communities; training, education and supervision; and research-
based practice. It is a specialty in breadth ‒ one that addresses a wide 
range of mental and behavioral health problems ‒ and marked by 
comprehensiveness and integration of knowledge and skill from a 
broad array of disciplines within and outside of psychology proper. 
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The scope of clinical psychology encompasses all ages, multiple di-
versities, and varied systems1. 
 

The statement of clinical psychology activities in the Italian context 
is also expressed by the recently revised text of the definition of the 
scientific-disciplinary field Clinical Psychology (for the purpose of 
university research and teaching) made by the Italian Ministry of Uni-
versity: 

 
The scientific-disciplinary field of Clinical Psychology includes 

skills related to study methods, teaching and interventions in the dif-
ferent clinical and care contexts and operational levels (individual, 
relational, family, group, institutional), throughout the life cycle. Said 
skills concern the scientifically recognized applications of psychology 
in the fields of health, healthcare and hospital, pain study and therapy, 
forensics, psychological distress and psychopathological conditions 
(psychosomatic, sexological, stress, addiction included). They are 
aimed at the prevention, understanding, and treatment of the afore-
mentioned conditions through wellness and health promotion inter-
ventions, identification of protective and risk factors, psychodiagnos-
tic assessment, psychological rehabilitation, and psychotherapy.2 
Skills in clinical psychophysiology and clinical neuropsychology are 
included, as well as neuroscientific skills referring to bio-psycho-so-
cial pathogenetic models. Methodological skills, tools and techniques 
related to the aforementioned areas are included. 
 

Finally, it is useful to recall the definition developed in the context 
of EFPA/EuroPsy. 

 
Clinical Psychology constitutes one of the widespread areas of pro-

fessional research and intervention in psychology whose domain of 
application concerns problems of adaptation, behavioral disorders, 
states and conditions of malaise and suffering for the purpose of 

  
1 Cf. https://www.apa.org/ed/graduate/specialize/clinical, where further specifi-

cation of the objects and areas of clinical psychology are given. 
2 Psychotherapy is included here in the clinical psychology definition as a teach-

ing topic introducing the nature of the object. 
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assessing and taking care of them by psychological means to facilitate 
and support people’s cognitive, emotional and relational well-being 
and development. 

In line with the normative definition of psychologist (L.56 /1989), 
Clinical Psychology is distinguished by the theories, methods and in-
tervention tools aimed at prevention, assessment, habilitation-reha-
bilitation and psychological support activities, with a focus on under-
standing individual and collective user demand (couple, family, 
groups, organizations and community), psychodiagnostics and aid 
and support interventions, including strictly psychotherapeutic ones 
(which constitute a particular subset of specialized clinical interven-
tion modalities aimed at more structured psychopathological forms). 

Thematic cores of operational interest and clinical research may 
be exemplified among some such as: the prevention (primary and sec-
ondary) of personal distress; early identification and diagnosis of psy-
chopathological risks; cognitive, affective-emotional, psychosocial, 
behavioral, personality, social and cultural factors that are at the 
origin of disorders or sustain the condition of distress; emotions and 
their regulation in relation to health and illness, with specific regard 
to affective dysregulations; clinical management modalities of differ-
ent types of individual, couple, family and group disorders; various 
forms of individual, couple, family and group psychological counsel-
ing; the improvement of the effectiveness of psychodiagnostic tech-
niques; ways of managing emotional, relational or decision-making 
crisis situations arising in various stages and contexts of life; the pro-
motion of individual psychosocial well-being and in social contexts 
(kindergartens, schools, family and work); the design of effective 
forms of psychological and psychosocial rehabilitation; the evalua-
tion of the effectiveness of aid interventions and health prevention and 
promotion programs in different social contexts, etc.3. 
 
 

  
3 https://www.google.com/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=&ved 

=2ahUKEwjV1LHwyfz-AhVyRfEDHQbcCp-
sQFnoECA0QAQ&url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.psy.it%2Fallegati%2Faree-prat-
ica-professionale%2Fpsicologo_clinico.pdf&usg=AOv-
Vaw2YvAfNOI0ghx6O_YtHhAmg 
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The psychological-clinical field 
 
The above definitions are useful in delineating the perimeter of 

clinical psychology as a domain of the psychologist’s intervention. 
They require, however, to be further specified in a functional key ‒ 
that is: in terms of specifying the structural features that require a par-
ticular profile of domain-specific skills to be treated/modulated/gov-
erned. 

Let us start with a general definition, which deepens those men-
tioned in the previous paragraph. 

Clinical psychology is the exercise of the psychological function of 
knowledge and intervention within the clinical domain, the latter as 
the set of typical and atypical intrapsychic and relational, individual, 
couple, family, group, and institutional processes that govern the lives 
of individuals and groups in aspects related to subjectivity and its ex-
ternalization (e.g., sense of personal accomplishment, the use of cog-
nitive and emotional skills for the purpose of active adaptation, and 
the ability to entertain meaningful and beneficial relationships for 
well-being). 
 

This general definition helps us identify two structural characteris-
tics that delimit the clinical field, thus distinguishing it from the other 
fields of the psychological profession (social, community, educa-
tional, organizations, legal). 

 
Object. The psychological clinical field is defined by the object of 

intervention. More specifically, the clinical scope consists of the intra-
psychic, interpersonal, and contextual processes, factors, conditions, 
and phenomena (the contexts and dynamics of primary, couple, and 
family relationships; but also of groups operating in institutions and 
organizations; community dynamics) related to and/or substantiating 
states of psychological distress and discomfort. Where the attribute 
“psychological” refers to the determinants of distress (e.g., a limited 
capacity for mentalization that critically affects the ways of entering 
into relationships with others) and/or the subjective content of the ex-
perience (e.g., a condition of acute psychic suffering related to a loss).4 
  

4 Two clarifications are useful. First, the object neither conceptually nor factually 
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The anchoring to “psychic distress/illness” is important in that psy-
chological science has developed a specific and differentiated profile 
of psychological knowledge and skills in relation to it. Possession of 
a large portion of that profile is therefore a necessary deontological 
condition for carrying out psychological interventions having psychic 
distress/discomfort as their object. 
 

Setting. Psychological clinical intervention is conveyed through 
professional operations that take place through mediation and/or as a 
function of settings operating at the interpersonal/microsocial level ‒ 
primarily through interaction with the user, conducting groups, and 
participating in networks of interpersonal exchanges. This distinction 
  
coincides with the demand, the goal and the user. It is not necessary that the request 
to the psychologist concerns the condition of mental distress. In fact, not infre-
quently, individuals with psychic distress make demands to the psychologist that 
reflect bias in the interpretation of their problem (e.g., the request to act on a family 
member seen as the critical element in need of psychological intervention). The goal 
of clinical psychological intervention also does not necessarily have to coincide with 
countering the condition of distress/discomfort. Indeed, in various cases, clinical 
psychological interventions use the demand motivated by distress as a starting point 
and a leverage for interventions geared toward promoting conditions of well-being 
and development of the person. Finally, the condition of distress should not be con-
fused with the client who is the suffering from it. This means that the clinical setting 
is not characterized by a specific type of user. In fact, on the one hand, the recipient 
of the intervention is not necessarily one suffering the distress (e.g., counseling par-
ents aimed at treating their child’s distress). On the other, a person who is suffering 
distress may be the target of an intervention that does not specifically address that 
condition. For example, vocational counseling aimed at a worker who is also suffer-
ing psychological distress is not a clinical intervention. Incidentally, this last obser-
vation allows us to highlight a relevant feature of clinical psychological intervention 
‒ it is nonspecific and concerns organizational and production contexts. This means 
that it focuses on the psychological dimensions (e.g., modes of psychic functioning, 
beliefs, subjective condition, behavioural patterns) related to the psychological dis-
tress/discomfort that the subject experiences globally in his or her life context, rather 
than on the psychological dimensions functional to the quality of role performance 
in a given organizational/productive context (e.g., the psychological factors associ-
ated with organizational commitment or sports performance effectiveness). 

Second, psychological distress and discomfort do not imply psychopathology. 
While it is true that a psychopathological condition is often associated with subjec-
tive distress, it is equally true that in many circumstances states of distress/discom-
fort do not imply atypical forms of mental functioning that can be diagnosed in terms 
of psychodiagnostic categories. 
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has a significant implication at the level of skill profile ‒ the purpose-
ful regulation of interpersonal/microsocial settings requires distinctive 
interpretive models, methods and techniques designed because of the 
subjective and intersubjective processes that characterize such human 
forms. 

 
It is worth pointing out that the two anchors presented above should 

not be considered in absolute terms. Rather, each should be understood 
as indicative of a polarity on a continuum. Some interventions are 
clearly situated on such polarities ‒ for example, an intervention to 
support a person who goes to the psychologist because of a situation 
of psychological distress is an example of a practice characterized by 
the combination of the individual distress/setting polarities. In other 
cases, however, the intervention is in a less polarized position. For ex-
ample, in some cases the intervention is at the same time focused on 
the discomfort felt by the individual and on the components of that 
discomfort that interfere with role performance. Again, as already 
noted, in some cases the psychologist does not work directly with the 
persons suffering the distress, thus in an interpersonal setting, but in 
terms of advice given to agencies (e.g., a hospital ward, a school) en-
gaged in taking charge of the distressed state of a particular category 
of subjects. 

The intermediate conditions now recalled do not invalidate the 
sense of the proposed delimitation; rather, they highlight how in sev-
eral cases the psychologist operates in cross-cutting and overlapping 
areas of intervention, and therefore needs a well-structured skills pro-
file, combining models, methods and techniques related to several ar-
eas. 

In summary, clinical psychology ‒ like school psychology, legal 
psychology, occupational psychology, etc. ‒ is not an autonomous 
professional system: this is what the ordinal law states, which makes 
no distinction within the psychological profession, except for psycho-
therapy. It is an aspect of the general psychological professional func-
tion, defined according to the characteristics of the object and setting 
of intervention: problems to be addressed, on the one hand, organiza-
tional formats of professional action, on the other. 

Thus, the specificity of the clinical field does not concern the gen-
eral functions exercised (e.g., prevention, support for individuals and 
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social groups, increasing the efficiency of psychic functions and the 
subjective well-being that follows), nor the methods used (e.g., inter-
viewing, observation, testing), which are common to the psychologi-
cal profession in all its forms (in fact, we speak of health, or rather 
health psychology). 

 
 

Forms of the psychological-clinical field 
 
Before addressing the specific area of psychotherapy, which is the 

subject of the next section, it may be useful to give an illustrative (non-
exhaustive) list of functions that the psychologist can perform in the 
clinical setting. 
 Diagnosis and rehabilitation in clinical neuropsychology. 
 Diagnosis and treatment of neurodevelopmental disorders. 
 Functional assessment and rehabilitation of intellectual disability. 
 Clinical assessment of case-problems in school settings (to be re-

ferred to appropriate interventions beyond the scope of the school 
psychologist). 

 Interventions on performance anxiety, in school and other educa-
tional settings. 

 Support for families with members with disabilities, hyperactivity, 
special educational needs, adopted children, chronic conditions, de-
mentia. 

 Diagnosis of personality and family and group dynamics. 
 Diagnosis and preventive intervention of the transition from Mild 

Cognitive Impairment to dementia. 
 Diagnosis and intervention in services for different forms of addic-

tion. 
 Evaluation and intervention of “mental training” on stress in sports 

settings. 
 Diagnosis and intervention on work-related stress in companies. 
 Analysis and interventions for the treatment of chronic pain. 
 Palliative interventions in oncology and hospice settings. 
 Discomfort prevention interventions at all levels and in all contexts 

where it is implemented. 
 Training in knowledge of clinical and dynamic, and neuroscientific 
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theories referring to pathogenetic models to non-psychological pro-
fessionals (teachers, lawyers, social workers, physicians, nurses, 
speech therapists). 

 
 
Psychotherapy 
 

Within clinical psychology, psychotherapy is distinguished as a 
specific area of specialized activity, for the practice of which the law 
provides for level III training, lasting four years, as for medical spe-
cializations. Psychotherapy is considered a part of clinical psychology 
that, while sharing its basic assumptions, is specifically defined as 
“Treatment of mental or personality disorders, by psychological meth-
ods” (Oxford English Dictionary). Referring also for this to the APA 
definition, psychotherapy is 
 

psychological service provided by a trained professional that pri-
marily uses forms of communication and interaction to assess, diag-
nose, and treat dysfunctional emotional reactions, ways of thinking, 
and behavior patterns. Psychotherapy may be provided to individuals, 
couples, families, or members of a group. … The psychotherapist is an 
individual who has been professionally trained and licensed to treat 
mental, emotional, and behavioral disorders by psychological means5. 

 
Incidentally, the reserve introduced by Law 56/89 of psychothera-

peutic activity to professionals with a four-year specialization appears 
to be consistent with the APA definition, where the former can be un-
derstood as an operational definition of the criterion of professional 
qualification indicated in the latter. 

 
 
The psychotherapy field 

 
We saw that the general epistemology, the scientifically grounded 

attention to the subjectivity of people, groups and social institutions, 
and the methods used are common to all professional psychology. 
  

5 https://dictionary.apa.org/psychotherapy 
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Therefore, the definition of psychotherapy cannot be based only on the 
characteristics of professional action, but also on the determination of 
the object that motivates and defines the finalization of the specialized 
professional act. 

According to this perspective, we identify the treatment of psycho-
pathology as the primary, reserved and qualifying object of the psy-
chotherapeutic function. Unless giving the term a merely metaphorical 
meaning, the term “psychotherapy” denotes the class of psychological 
forms of therapy. Consequently, as a therapy, the meaning of “psy-
chotherapy” implies that it addresses a class of forms of pathology: 
pathologies of a psychological nature. This formulation does not ex-
clude the fact that psychotherapy, as is well known, also addresses 
complex forms of existential, relational and environmental distress 
and suffering. When we state that psychotherapy is the (psychological) 
treatment of pathologies of a psychological nature, we mean to de-
scribe its function in its differential and exclusive aspect. This, of 
course, is not inconsistent with the fact that “the more includes the 
less” ‒ that is, the psychotherapeutic function also deals with forms of 
distress that are not explicitly psychopathological. Examples could be 
many, for example, a couple’s psychotherapy where the two people 
undergoing therapy do not necessarily have a psychopathological dis-
order; or a boy undergoing psychotherapy because he suffers as a re-
sult of being bullied at school. 

Returning to the psychotherapy of psychopathological conditions, 
it should be remembered that the relevant scientific literature recog-
nizes psychopathological conditions and their scientific study as areas 
of high complexity that require deeper theoretical study, supervised 
learning of research and intervention techniques, openness to verifica-
tion of the therapeutic outcome and process, and the use of appropriate 
skills to carry out such verification. For this reason, psychotherapeutic 
caretaking requires specialized caring (in the sense of treatment) 
skills, in addition to the support skills learned in basic training; spe-
cialized skills that ‒ along with practical experience and related super-
vision in appropriate quantity and quality, as required by the standards 
for specialization ‒ qualify the psychotherapist’s distinctive training 
and functional profile. 

Based on these considerations, the following definition of psycho-
therapy is advanced. 
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Psychotherapy is the specialized psychological-clinical profes-
sional function responsible for therapeutic intervention on conditions 
of psychopathological relevance (as defined by the diagnostic frame-
work in use at the international level). It acts by means of verbal, re-
lational, cognitive, and behavioral interventions (unlike biological 
psychiatry, which includes pharmacological prescription in its inter-
vention), with the willingness to scientifically verify the effectiveness 
and efficiency of its intervention, according to the research methodol-
ogies that the specific community of reference has purposely devel-
oped. In this sense, the psychotherapist tends to specialize in a form of 
intervention, related to a historical tradition, to specific theoretical 
models, in specific prevailing areas. 

The following identifying parameters of the exclusivity dimension 
of psychotherapy are derived from this definition. It is to be considered 
the exercise of psychotherapeutic activity (rather than non-specialist 
psychology in the clinical setting) when the following conditions are 
present simultaneously: 
(a) interventions are made on both conditions of psychological dis-

tress or discomfort and on conditions of psychopathology6 that 
have been appropriately diagnosed and assessed as suitable for a 
psychotherapeutic programme; 

(b) that the intervention is planned as psychotherapeutic ‒ that is, has 
the purpose of treating the psychopathological condition7 ‒ 

  
6 It is worth pointing out that where there is a condition of psychopathology, psy-

chological distress/discomfort should by definition be considered a participating ele-
ment of the psychopathological picture, and therefore subsumed within it. This implies 
that the psychologist who does not specialize in psychotherapy can work on distress/dis-
comfort, even in people with psychopathology, only on condition that the goal of the 
intervention does not involve ‒ even de facto ‒ a planned modification of that psycho-
pathological condition. For example, direct action on the distress associated with a de-
pressive condition requires the intervention of the psychotherapist, as such action has 
as its object the psychopathological condition. On the other hand, the mitigation of a 
state of distress of a person with psychopathology, achieved through the enhancement 
of the quality of the social network of the suffering person, is an intervention that does 
not have for its object the formally planned modification of the psychopathological 
condition, therefore as such achievable by a non-specialized psychologist. The same 
applies to forms of support for the person with psychopathology, which, however, do 
not constitute structured psychotherapy in the sense described in (a) ‒ (c). 

7 The distinction introduced earlier between object and user type returns here. 
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because of a preliminary psychodiagnostic assessment8, and 
agreed as such with the client; 

(c) that psychotherapeutic intervention ‒ regardless of its duration ‒ 
is carried out with specialized methods and techniques, based on 
a precise psychotherapy model, requiring specialized training and 
an appropriate supervision period of treating patients, families or 
groups (which is done in Italy in the specialization that allows one 
to register on the list of psychotherapists). Again, the difference 
from clinical psychology is not in the overall goal of reducing dis-
tress and increasing the well-being of individuals, couples, fami-
lies, and social groups, but in the type of problems addressed, and 
in the methods that require specific, specialized health-related 
training. 

  
The fact that the user is suffering from a psychopathological condition is neither a 
sufficient nor necessary condition for identifying the intervention as psychothera-
peutic. The nonspecialized psychologist can work with users who suffer from psy-
chopathological conditions, but not on those conditions (i.e.: with the goal of modi-
fying them). Supportive interventions are not aimed at modifying the psychopatho-
logical condition, but at enhancing opportunities for adaptation within the con-
straints given by that condition (see previous note). Such interventions therefore fall 
within the clinical psychology, not psychotherapy, domain. From a complementary 
standpoint, the fact that the user suffers from psychopathology is not a necessary 
condition for classifying the practitioner’s action as psychotherapy. In fact, there are 
cases in which the psychotherapist does not directly enter into a relationship with 
the person suffering from psychopathology, but acts as a consultant to subjects and 
agencies (e.g., family members, school) that mediate the context of the end user of 
the intervention. A necessary and sufficient condition for qualifying the action as 
psychotherapy is therefore that the purpose of the intervention ‒ its function ‒ is the 
treatment of the psychopathological condition. 

8 The need for psychotherapeutic intervention to be grounded, motivated, and 
legitimized by psychodiagnostic assessment is a logical assumption of the proposed 
definition, not an operational prescription. It is obvious that if psychotherapy is de-
fined as the treatment of psychopathology, the intervening professional qualifies his 
or her act as a psychotherapeutic action by reason of the fact and to the extent that it 
is exerted on a psychopathological condition, with the purpose, agreed upon with the 
client, of modifying it. Hence the obligation on the part of the practitioner to acquire 
adequate knowledge about the existence of the psychopathological condition prior 
to planning the intervention. Even when not directly making the diagnostic assess-
ment, the professional (whether psychologist or psychotherapist) must define the 
limits and aims of his or her intervention on the basis of knowledge of the user’s 
psychodiagnostic condition. 
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Abstract 

The research was designed to explore the perspective of digital natives 
(DN) when confronted with online psychological counselling and video con-
ference psychotherapy (VCP). 30 interviews were conducted, distinguishing 
those with experience only in offline settings, those with experience in mixed 
settings (offline/online) and those with no experience of psychological inter-
ventions. The narratives were analysed through cluster analysis and a subse-
quent correspondence analysis. The results underline the importance of the 
physical co-presence and the organisational aspects of the setting as facili-
tating factors of the clinical process but do not allow the specific characteri-
sation of the DNs. The representations collected regarding online 
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psychological counselling/VCP seem in fact to have been influenced more 
by the emotional correlates of the pandemic period than by the characteristics 
of remote psychological work. 
 
Keywords: Videoconferencing psychotherapy (VCP), online setting, digital 
natives, pandemic. 
 
 
Introduction 
 
Background 

 
The use of distance relationships mediated by technological tools 

(telephone, email, etc.) is certainly not new for psychology and psy-
chotherapy (Baer et al., 1995; Carlino, 2011; Reed et al., 2000) How-
ever, there is no doubt that the spread of SARS-CoV-2 has given a 
sudden boost to telepsychology (Sammons et al., 2020) in the sense of 
the provision of psychological services through telecommunications 
technologies. The need to suspend face-to-face activities due to the 
risk of contagion has in fact led the majority of psychologists and psy-
chotherapists to resort to techno-mediated distance relationships to 
avoid a treatment blackout. So-called video conference psychotherapy 
(VCP) based on the use of video-calling software (e.g., Skype, 
WhatsApp) or video-conferencing services (e.g. Webex, Zoom) has 
become widespread. 

Although some countries do not yet have an adequate availability 
of the internet and network-connected devices (Singh & Sagar, 2022), 
in many areas of the world broadband and optical fibre allow the trans-
mission of large quantities of data, thus facilitating efficient video call-
ing and video conferencing. There is therefore the possibility, even in 
the psychological field, of overcoming the space-time constraints in-
trinsic to face-to-face relationships. 

From a descriptive point of view, the characteristics attributed to 
VCP derive, in fact, from the design of networks, devices and apps. 
The user-friendly approach with which these products are developed 
also shapes VCP, not surprise singly described as a fast, convenient, 
simple and flexible method (Morozet al., 2020; Schuster et al., 2020; 
Stoll et al., 2020). 
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VCP is also recognised as being more economical. The fact that the 
clinician does not have to bear the burden of a study in which to wel-
come clients and that the latter do not have to physically go to them 
entails a reduction in costs for both (Morland et al., 2015). Moreover, 
technological development has facilitated the creation of companies 
specialising in VCPs (e.g., Betterhelp, ReGain, Serenis, Unobravo), of 
which the main strengths are convenience, customisation and cost-ef-
fectiveness. 

While for VCP, the characteristics of Information and Communi-
cation Technologies (ICT) constitute both advantages and critical as-
pects. The loss of information relating to some sensory channels (e.g. 
smell), the impossibility of developing bodily interactions and the nar-
rowing of the visual field linked to webcams are just some of the lim-
itations of remote work. Although in some cases they may seem 
merely practical issues, in reality technology significantly affects the 
characteristics of the clinical relationship and the “presence” of the 
therapist, in the sense of attention, immersion, emotional involvement, 
rêverie and willingness to be involved in enactment (Geller & Green-
ber, 2012). In online relationships, for example, the therapist’s greater 
fatigue and distractibility is known, along with their propensity to ex-
clude events that occur in the client’s personal environment from the 
resignification processes (Pennella & Bignami, 2021; Russell, 2015; 
Weinberg, 2021). Even the advantage of the ease of access to the re-
lationship allowed by ICT can turn into an unpleasant ease of exit: in 
fact, one click is enough to abandon the interview and, in some cases, 
the therapy. Counselling and VCP are in fact not exempt from ghost-
ing, which can moreover be done not only by the client but also by the 
clinician (Farber et al., 2022). After all, the fact of being able to start 
psychotherapy easily and the feeling of being able to easily share inti-
mate issues (Suler, 2004) does not necessarily make the relationship 
solid and stable over time (Aboujaoude et al., 2021; Frittgen & 
Haltaufderheide, 2022). 

There is no doubt that the technology underlying the long-distance 
relationship induces changes in the nature of borders and spaces but 
also in the way in which one is present in the relationship (Simpson et 
al., 2020). It is evident that in VCP the customer has greater control of 
the situation; they can influence the quality and quantity of the shared 
information, for example, by changing the camera angle, the visibility 
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of the surrounding objects and also the background or the brightness 
of the environment, all this without considering a series of incidental 
factors (e.g. line interruptions, poor webcam quality) which can some-
times significantly characterise the therapist-client interaction. Basi-
cally, the qualities that we tend to attribute to VCP, as well as its limits, 
are the expression of the technology that allows for a synchronous 
long-distance relationship. 

 
 

Aim 
 
The research we present arose from some different observations: 

1. Despite the large number of research studies in the sector, most of 
them have explored online psychological counselling and VCP 
from the point of view of the clinician, paying attention to some 
elements deemed relevant (e.g., setting, working alliance) (Bekes 
et al., 2021; McDonald et al., 2020; Pennella & Spaccarotella, 
2021). Less explored is the perspective with which clients experi-
ence the techno-mediated distance clinical relationship. 

2. Some studies (Giordano et al., 2022) show that in the pandemic 
period clients developed and/or maintained positive clinical rela-
tionships thanks to VCP.  

3. The perception of the utility of VCP in the therapeutic field is evi-
dently influenced by numerous factors. Among these we consider 
the habit of using devices which makes the techno-mediated dis-
tance relationship very familiar. 

4. For this reason, our research questions aim to address whether “dig-
ital natives”, in particular the so-called “Millennials” and “Genera-
tion Z” born between 1987 and 2000 (Botteri & Cremonesi, 2019), 
approach telepsychology in general and VCP in particular, with an 
attitude that is influenced by their familiarity with the digital tech-
nologies they normally employ to mediate their social interactions 
(Twenge, 2017). 
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Method 
 

The current study adopts a qualitative method aimed at detecting 
the content and structure of texts collected by means of in-depth inter-
views. All the people interviewed participated on a voluntary basis, 
they were recruited with a snowball technique and expressed interest 
in the topic.  

The research received the approval of the Ethics Committee of the 
Department of Dynamic and Clinical Psychology and Health Studies, 
Faculty of Medicine and Psychology, Sapienza, Rome. 

 
 

The group of interviewees 
 
Between July and October 2021, 30 people were interviewed, di-

vided into three numerically homogeneous groups: (a) people with 
previous experience of offline counselling and/or psychotherapy, (b) 
people with previous experience of counselling and/or psychotherapy 
both offline and online and (c) people with no experience of counsel-
ling and/or psychotherapy. The subdivision was carried out in the ex-
pectation that the presence/absence of experiences of psychological 
interventions could affect the narratives proposed by the interviewees. 
Table 1 shows the demographic characteristics of the three groups 
which, as can be seen, are substantially similar. 

 
 

Exclusion criteria 
 
In order to reduce the possibility that the interviewees had “profes-

sional” knowledge and skills in techno-mediated communication, stu-
dents or graduates in psychology, medicine, communication sciences, 
information technology and pedagogy were excluded. 
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Table 1. The demographic characteristics of the interviewees: group a, b, c 
 

group a: people with previous experience of offline counselling and/or psychotherapy 
N Gender Age Instruction 

1 F 21 High school diploma 
2 F 22 High school diploma 
3 F 22 Degree 
4 F 24 High school diploma 
5 F 24 High school diploma 
6 F 26 Degree 
7 F 27 Degree 
8 F 27 Degree 
9 M 28 High school diploma 
10 M 29 High school diploma 
N 8/2  6/4 

 
group b: people with previous experience of counselling and/or psychotherapy both offline 
and online  

N Gender Age Instruction 
1 F 21 High school diploma 
2 F 25 Degree 
3 F 25 Degree 
4 F 30 Degree 
5 F 30 High school diploma 
6 F 32 High school diploma 
7 F 34 Degree 
8 M 24 High school diploma 
9 M 24 High school diploma 
10 M 32 Degree 
N 7/3  5/5 

 
group c: people with no experience of counselling and/or psychotherapy 

N Gender Age Instruction 
1 F 19 High school diploma 
2 F 22 High school diploma 
3 F 24 High school diploma 
4 F 25 Degree 
5 F 27 Degree 
6 F 27 High school diploma 
7 F 28 Degree 
8 F 28 Degree 
9 M 22 High school diploma 
10 M 28 High school diploma 
N 8/2  6/4 

 
Legenda: The tables show the demographic characteristics of the three groups interviewed. In each table, 
the last row indicates the number of F and M and the number with High school diploma or Degree. 
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The open interview 
 

An open interview was used as a survey tool with the aim of offer-
ing the interviewee the greatest possible freedom to associate their 
own discourse with the question posed by the researcher. In fact, the 
interview proposed a single question aimed at providing a sort of 
frame to the text presented by the interviewees: it can be considered a 
generative narrative question (Flick, 1998). The interviewer resorted 
to further prompting (“echo responses”) only in cases where the inter-
viewee’s silence could suggest an early interruption of the response. 
The estimated time for the interview was about 20 minutes. The ques-
tion was the following: 
 

We are conducting research into how people picture themselves based on 
their ideas and experiences with online counselling and psychotherapy ser-
vices. We therefore ask for your willingness to participate in this research by 
answering a single question. The interview will last about 20 minutes, and 
we ask you to use the entire time to talk about your opinions and experiences. 
We ask for your consent to record the interview because the text will then be 
analysed using a computer programme. The information you provide us will 
be collected anonymously and analysed in aggregate form in compliance 
with the law on privacy. If you agree we can start. 

Think about your ideas and experiences with online counselling and psy-
chotherapy services. 

 
 

Theoretical Framework 
 
In analysing the narratives collected we assume the integration of a 

socio-constructivist perspective, which considers “reality” as a discur-
sive product, the result of the meanings attributed to events by those 
who share a specific context, and a psychoanalytic perspective (Matte 
Blanco, 1975) which makes it possible to enhance the double logic 
(cognitive/conscious and affective/unconscious) that characterizes the 
functioning of the individual and social mind. In this direction, Carli 
and Paniccia (2002) write that the social bond (culture) is based on the 
sharing of the unconscious, generalizing and affective symbolizations 
of those who belong to the same context and it is this bond that orients 
the behaviour, including verbal behaviour, of the single subject. 
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We can therefore assume that the question the interviewees were 
asked is a sign that the respondents interpreted, expressing a semantic 
content (verbal behaviour) but that the latter finds meaning in an af-
fective, generalizing and latent (unconscious) space (Salvatore & Cor-
della, 2022). For this reason, in agreement with Mossi & Salvatore 
(2011), Venuleo et al. (2020), we will distinguish the semantic plane 
(meaning) attributed to the clusters, from the semiotic plane (sym-
bolic) expressed by the factors.  

 
 

Procedures 
 
The interviews were audio-recorded, fully transcribed and com-

bined into a single corpus subjected to text analysis using the T-Lab 
tool. Specifically, a thematic analysis of elementary contexts was car-
ried out, using cluster analysis and a correspondences analysis (Lan-
cia, 2004). 

The introduction of the corpus to the tool starts an automatic phase, 
which serves, among other things, to establish the list of words used 
in the corpus and the segmentation of the text in elementary contexts 
(EC). At the end of this phase, we examine the statistical indices that 
allow us to detect the analysability of the text. Table 2 shows the indi-
ces that allow us to ascertain the analysability of the text. In our case, 
the latter presents 6075 Types (words different from each other), of 
which 3028 Hapax (words that occur only once) and 69220 Tokens 
(total number of words found in the corpus). On the basis of these da-
tait is possible to consider two indices: the Type/Tokens ratio (which 
is considered adequate for a value lower than 0.2; ours is 0.088) and 
the Hapax/Types ratio which must be around 50%: ours is 0.498 (Bo-
lasco, 1999; Greco, 2016). 

Subsequently, the terms present in the word list are selected, ex-
cluding empty words (adverbs, pronouns, etc.), and the terms are 
traced back to their root. The following are excluded: 
 words that refer to the dimensions of space and time because we 

are interested in exploring the generalizing, affective dimensions; 
 the words present in the stimulus question; 
 the words that belong to the high frequency range since they are 
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taken for granted in the context of the subject dealt with (Bolasco, 
1999). 
At this point a “thematic analysis of the ECs” can be carried out, 

through the software thanks to a cluster analysis and a correspondence 
analysis (Cordella et al., 2014). 

 
Table 2. Characteristics of the text 
 

Indices Values 

Texts 30 
Types 6,075 
Tokens 69,220 
Hapax 3,028 
Type/Tokens 0.088 
Hapax/Types 0.498 

 
Legend: The table shows the different indices and the values assumed for the corpus in ques-
tion.  

 
 
Results 

 
The analysis brought out three factors and four clusters. 
 
 

The factors 
 

With respect to the first factor in its negative pole, psychologist (the 
co-occurring lemmas of factors and clusters will be shown in italics) 
appears as the first term. We are therefore inclined to think of the fol-
lowing lemmas as inherent to this professional figure. In this sense, 
the verbs to understand, to need, to help and to see seem to attribute 
to the psychologist, on the one hand, the task of understanding the pa-
tient’s problems (psychological/emotional, i.e., his/her mental space) 
and, on the other, of providing support of such issues in the form of an 
easy message, which does not involve special efforts. 
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Table 3. The co-occurring words of the three factors 
 

Factor 1 
Inside 

Negative pole 
Mental Space 

Positive pole 
Material Space 

Lemma Contribution Lemma Contribution 
Psychologist 5.71 Home 5.97 
Understand 4.85 Go out 2.28 

Need 4.68 Study 1.82 
Help 3.01 Real 1.60 
See 2.92 Take 1.48 

Problems 0.95 Environment 1.03 
Patient 0.91 Room 1.02 
Support 0.83 Getused to 1.02 
Message 0.82 Place 0.99 

Easy 0.78 Time 0.98 
 

Factor 2 
Technology 

Negative pole 
Concrete Results 

Positive pole 
Comfortable 

Lemma Contribution Lemma Contribution 
Therapist 3.11 Work 3.28 
Physics 2.09 Feel 2.06 

Path 1.66 Comfortable 1.71 
Face 1.42 Write 0.99 
Need 1.12 From home 0.95 
Tool 0.89 Ask 0.87 

Wants 0.68 Return 0.85 
Important 0.66 Lad 0.80 
Human 0.64 Site 0.74 
Present 0.61 Pleasure 0.72 

 

Factor3 
The long-distance relationship 

Negative pole 
Satisfaction 

Positive pole 
Wariness 

Lemma Contribution Lemma Contribution 
Find 3.61 Therapy 11.52 

Be able to 3.17 Begin 4.64 
Screen 2.43 Experience 3.30 

Relationship 1.99 Therapy online 1.52 
Distance 1.65 Render 1.36 

Use 1.34 Memory 1.19 
Direct 1.21 Watch 1.19 

Encounter 1.13 Re-watch 0.60 
Repeat 0.97 Speak 0.48 

Possible 0.82 Wait 0.47 
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Regarding the positive pole, the term home assumes importance. 
It can be noted that some of the following lemmas (environment, 
room, place) seem to reinforce the concreteness of this term. The 
home, therefore, is understood as a material space that surrounds and 
welcomes, the place in which one’s activities are carried out (to go 
out, studying, taking) and which is therefore connoted as the real but 
is also an environment from which one wants to go out. In fact, it is 
the situation created by the spread of SARS-CoV-2 and the conse-
quent lockdowns that have exhausted the sphere of reality at home, 
facilitating requests for help anchored, however, within one’s own 
home. 

In a nutshell, this factor refers to something that is “inside”, an “in-
side” which contrasts a physical space (domestic environment) and a 
mental space. The first factor therefore offers us a just a position that 
speaks of an “inside-mental” (understanding of oneself and one’s dif-
ficulties) and of an “inside-material” (living environment), both places 
that must be seen and understood. 

Turning now to the second factor, in its negative pole, the term 
therapist takes on importance, followed by the lemma physics. There-
fore, the idea of a concrete, effective tool seems basically to emerge, 
the need and the want to face a path that allows one to achieve tangible 
results. In the positive pole, the lemma that provides the greatest con-
tribution is work, followed by to feel and comfortable, an activity 
therefore that puts one at ease and is perceived as not disturbing. 
Working from home thus not feeling the obligation and the “inconven-
ience” of going out in order to be able to carry out one’s duties. Being 
online allows one to work comfortably, without discomfort and har-
assment. It is therefore a factor that deals with technology, on the one 
hand, for concrete results, and on the other hand, for comfort; we could 
say it is related to “smart” methods. 

Finally, with respect to the third factor, the lemmas of the negative 
pole with the greatest contribution are find and be able to. The first 
refers to a successful action, the second refers to the idea of being able 
to achieve one’s goal. Next are terms like screen, relationship and dis-
tance. We are therefore led to think that the achievement of the goal 
(relationship) we are talking about takes place through a distance me-
diated by the screen. ICT has therefore made it possible to develop a 
direct encounter with the other person while keeping those involved 
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at a distance. In other words, what seems to emerge is the idea of being 
able to repeat (to replicate) online what happens offline. 

Compared to the positive pole, the lemma making the greatest con-
tribution is therapy. Next in terms of contribution are the lemmas 
begin and experience. We are therefore inclined to think that the ref-
erence is to starting an online therapy in which it is crucial to watch 
and to speak. However, it is an experience based on rendering, both 
because it restores an aspect of offline therapy and because it refers to 
the importance of the image. However, online therapy also seems to 
evoke memory and with it the possible comparison with other (offline) 
relationships. One can therefore watch and re-watch the online expe-
rience, adopting a position of prudent and circumspect waiting. 

Unlike the previous ones, in which the therapist is referred to, the 
focus of this factor is therapy understood as an interpersonal experi-
ence: that is, attention is shifted from the subject to the process. This 
factor therefore refers to the idea of a long-distance relationship, in 
which, on the one hand, the discovery and satisfaction of being able to 
have an online meeting are expressed, and on the other, an attitude of 
wariness towards an experience that still needs to be carefully exam-
ined and evaluated (watch and re-watch). 

 
 
The clusters 
 

In analysing the meaning of the clusters, we took into account both 
the co-occurrence of the words and the elementary contexts (EC) from 
which they originate. This choice, in some cases, was also useful for 
broadening the meaning attributed. 
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Table 4. The co-occurring words that characterise the four clusters 
 

Clusters 

1 2 3 4 
Comparison 

and migration 
Easy access A virtue of neces-

sity 
Survive at home 

Therapy Understand Be able to Home 
Start Psychologist Find Work 
Experience Need Screen Comfortable 
Path Help Relationship Study 
Online therapy Problems Physicist So out 
Face Easy Distance From home 
Therapist See Direct Room 
Watch Ask Need Take 
Remember Internet Encounter Real 
Re-watch  Behaviour Place 
Difference  Service Day 
  See Depression 
  Image Mother 

 
 
Cluster 1: Comparison and migration 

 
This cluster mainly sees the contribution of interviewees with ex-

perience of offline psychotherapy or with mixed settings (offline and 
online) (group “a” and “b”). The terms focus on the therapy experi-
ence and on starting an online therapy. The terms watch and re-watch, 
but also remember and difference, lead us to think that we are dealing 
with a group called (forced) to evaluate/face a change of setting and 
the consequent change in the relationship with the clinician. Attention 
therefore goes to the differences between offline and online. However, 
the attitude is attentive and open towards the techno-mediated distance 
relationship whose advantages (comfort) are appreciated. The cluster 
is in fact placed in the quadrant “Inside-material”/“Technology-com-
fortable”/“Relationship-satisfaction”. 

Considering the ECs (Tab. 4), the conviction first of all emerges 
that the VCP can safeguard the continuity of the therapeutic relation-
ship, not only in exceptional situations such as the pandemic, in which 
the migration from offline to online has been essential, but also in 
more ordinary situations, such as work transfers. Basically, especially 
those who have experience with face-to-face psychotherapy, 
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experience VCP as a last resort to avoid breaking up the relationship 
with the therapist (Tab. 4: verbalization 1, 5). 

However, reading the ECs of Cluster 1, specifically raises the ques-
tion of the comparison between the materiality and immateriality of 
the encounter. The actions (getting dressed, going out, taking the car, 
etc.) necessary to go to the clinician’s office, for example, create a 
space-time in which to reflect on what happened or on the topics one 
intends to raise. In other words, the idea emerges that the “doing” – 
prior to and following the interview – facilitates the development of a 
thought and is therefore an integral part of the interview/therapeutic 
process. The materiality supporting the encounter reinforces the ten-
dency to symbolise it as a special space-time in which something spe-
cial happens (Tab. 4: verbalization 7, 11). 
 
Table 5. Some of the ECs associated with the first cluster 
 

Case No Verbalization 
1 “it is an extra possibility and above all, in my opinion, it allows you 

to continue along a path with the same person who has already ar-
rived at a certain point, it just doesn’t create this, this strong detach-
ment” 

5 “the positive side of still being able to continue despite the fact that 
perhaps for work or family reasons one is not in the same city as 
one’s therapist and it is certainly an advantage not to have to interrupt 
the course and perhaps it can also be good for those who live a some-
what hectic life” 

7 “It’s a ritual, it’s not just the therapy, it’s also the thought of the ther-
apy, it is also the space of the therapy, which I think helps one to 
enter a certain modality. This is my place, this is my space, now I 
don’t have to, I’m here, and I don’t have to think about anything else, 
I have no other distractions, I have nothing” 

9 “Doing it online you have an appointment at three, maybe until five 
to three you stay in bed watching a TV series, I don’t know, maybe 
you’ve been like this for a while and then spend that hour over there, 
close the connection, you know, and you stay in bed anyway” 

11 “In a room where when I entered the room the whole outside world 
was truly transfigured and it was a totally different experience to eve-
ryday life” 

 
On the other hand, in the VCP he boundary between conversation 

and daily activities appears more blurred, and the impoverishment, if 
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not annihilation, of the actions in support of the encounter also seems 
to reduce the “specialness” of the encounter. In essence, Cluster 1 ex-
presses the experience of an online experience more easily incorpo-
rated into the daily routine and therefore in some way more easily re-
duced to the level of what is familiar (usual) (Tab. 4: verbalization 9). 
 
 
Cluster 2: Easy access 

 
This cluster mainly includes the contributions of those who have no 

experience of psychological counselling and/or psychotherapy (group 
“c”). On the one hand, the socially shared – even somewhat obvious –
representation of the psychologist as a helping profession oriented to-
wards providing their clients with support and understanding seems to 
emerge and, on the other, there is the tendency to transfer the charac-
teristics associated with apps (e.g., WhatsApp, Skype) to videoconfer-
encing in psychotherapy. Basically, if you need to understand your 
problems, asking for help from a psychologist is normal, and doing it 
via the internet makes it even more accessible and easier. On the other 
hand, videoconferencing can easily be associated with forms of social 
relationships (think of social networks such as Instagram and Face-
book) based on seeing and being seen. 

We also notice that it is precisely this cluster closest to common 
sense, indicating the reasons for turning to a psychologist, that is re-
lated to problems rather than pathology. This may signal a vision of 
psychology close to people’s daily lives, a vision that may be facili-
tated by the pandemic itself and the VCP. 

The cluster is located in the quadrant “Inside-mental”/“Technol-
ogy-concrete”/“Relationship-satisfaction”, confirming a group in 
which the absence of direct experience activates shared social repre-
sentations in which psychotherapy is oriented towards providing tan-
gible solutions to people’s inner problems and in which technological 
innovation has an obvious positive connotation. In this direction, the 
ECs underline the convenience of being online, which does not oblige 
one to leave one’s familiar spaces (comfort zone) and which allows 
one to interpose a screen between oneself and the other person. 
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Table 6. Some of the ECs associated with the second cluster 
 

Case 
No 

Verbalization 

8 “Through a screen, it could make people open up more easily because 
it’s like you’re talking to, somehow, a voice in your head” 

10 “Let’s say so with less, with less shyness. This actually does a lot. Now, 
for example, I’m in a room familiar to me without vacuously wondering 
where to sit, where to put my things” 

21 “I find it like a kind of hiding, but also protecting yourself, in the end. 
Protect yourself from what the other person might think” 

 
 
Cluster 3: A virtue of necessity 

 
This cluster includes both those who have experience of counsel-

ling and/or offline psychotherapy (group “a”) and those who have used 
mixed settings (group “b”). The lemmas of this cluster suggest that 
these are people who are able to (or think they can) find, thanks to the 
screen, what they need: the relationship with the psychologist. Driven 
by necessity, remote encounters are therefore considered possible. In 
other words, in order to find a concrete solution to one’s needs, one 
also accepts a service anchored to the image. The cluster is positioned 
in the “Inside-material”/“Technology-Concrete”/“Relationship-Wari-
ness” quadrant, confirming the group’s propensity to cautiously wel-
come the techno-mediated distance relationship as a concrete solution 
to a specific problem. 

An experience that emerges from the statements (EC) that fall into 
this group is the sense of constraint associated with the VCP. In most 
cases, the transition from offline to online was in fact imposed by the 
pandemic. We therefore think that the VCP has absorbed some of the 
emotions elicited by the health emergency and the consequent limita-
tions on individual freedoms. The loss of human contact, physical and 
emotional distance and coldness thus become important aspects of the 
way this cluster experiences the VCP (Tab. 6: verbalization 16, 23). 
On the other hand, however, it is recognised that techno-mediated 
communication has also protected the ability to relate socially in gen-
eral and psychotherapy in particular. The “virtues” attributed to the 
VCP are grafted onto this conviction, in particular the freedom and 
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flexibility that this modality can offer (Tab. 6: verbalization 3). In this 
cluster therefore the idea emerges that VCP is in fact consistent with 
the current socio-cultural and health scenario and is thus an expression 
of an increasingly ICT-oriented reality. 
 
Table 7. Some of the ECs associated with the third cluster 
 

Case 
No 

Verbalization 

3 “Very useful above all because we live in a society in which we are now 
very distant from each other, we travel, etc., we spend periods abroad, I 
think it is important to have 100% psychological support” 

16 “When we went online, I really couldn’t see his physical reactions. That 
is, yes I saw his face, but there are a whole part of gestures, movements 
that I didn’t see, and then it seemed to me as if there was a, that is, a 
greater distance, obviously because you are not in the same place and 
therefore it took a while to adjust to this” 

23 “Distances can be bridged with computers, but, really, they are not an 
effective solution to what I think is the need of the patient, with whom 
in my opinion the psychologist also needs a little, I don’t know, physical 
contact” 

 
 
Cluster 4: Surviving at home 

 
Contributions to this cluster were made by all subgroups. It is char-

acterised both by terms that refer to actions (studying, going out, tak-
ing), which therefore evoke dynamism and movement, and terms 
(home, from home, room, place), which suggest, on the contrary, fixity 
and being static. Essentially, a tension emerges in the cluster between 
the commitment to do, which implies “coming out of one’s shell”, and 
the seduction of a caring comfort (mother). This tension constantly 
threatens to consume (encapsulate) the action within a place, a room, 
a day, thus it condemns one to a passive depression. The cluster is 
placed in the “Inside-Mental”/“Technology-Comfortable”/“Relation-
ship-Wariness” quadrant, in an area where the interior/interiority is 
characterised by comfort but also by an intrinsic prudence. 

The ECs belonging to Cluster 4 confirm the ambivalence experi-
enced towards domestic environments. The pandemic has in fact rein-
forced the tendency to symbolise the home as a safe and secure place, 
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but it has also brought activities (educational, work, etc.) unrelated to 
this into the home (Tab. 7: verbalization 22, 10). This mixture has cer-
tainly offered some advantages, but it has also had negative effects. 
The boundaries (and distinctions) between one context and another, 
between one activity and another have become, for example, more 
blurred, influencing – as we have already noted – also the clinical re-
lationship. Basically, the benefits of remote working are intertwined 
with the reduction of the risk associated with contact (confrontation) 
with strangers, but they have also overlapped and confused activities 
and contexts (Tab. 7: verbalization 13). 

In the case of VCP, the techno-mediated distance relationship has 
facilitated the inclination of some to escape the extraneousness of the 
clinical situation by remaining within an environment experienced as 
safe and reassuring. On the other hand, permeability has not only char-
acterised the boundaries between the home and external reality, but 
has also involved internal boundaries (spaces and family relation-
ships). Domestic environments have therefore become “crowded” and 
“noisy”, losing the tranquillity and privacy that was associated with 
them. In this cluster, therefore, a conflict emerges between staying at 
home, avoiding confrontation with the extraneousness of the clinical 
situation but having to cope with the intrusion of an inquisitive family 
member, and facing the “other”, acquiring independence and auton-
omy, but losing in terms of safety and control. 
 
Table 8. Some of the ECs associated with the fourth cluster 
 

Case 
No 

Verbalization 

10 “Even if you go there, most of the time it remains a foreign place, let’s 
say not in my routine. I can be, feel at ease in a room, I can’t feel at ease 
instead in the same way in a, in a studio” 

13 “You know, I didn’t want my mother to listen to what I was saying, so 
yes, I had to manage the space at home for a moment, but in the end I 
created this space for myself and it went well anyway. So yes, a little 
less privacy” 

22 “Actually, it is much more practical because we now know that doing 
things from home, perhaps meetings and lessons, allow you to do many 
other things in the meantime, and indeed there are people who do not 
see the place, the house, like a hostile environment but instead are ac-
commodating in their own home” 
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Discussion 
 

Considering what emerges from the research, it seems useful to re-
turn to the intention with which the study was launched: to explore the 
perspective of clients, in particular of “Millennials” and “Generation 
Z” with regard to psychological interventions carried out remotely. It 
seems to us that our objective has only been partially achieved and we 
believe this is due to the period (July/October 2021) in which the in-
terviews were conducted. Its proximity to the most critical phases of 
the SARS-CoV-2 pandemic (remember that the first reopening after 
the lockdowns took place only in April 2021) in fact influenced the 
narrations collected, directing the considerations towards “the 
need/opportunity” of online contact rather than towards the 
“choice/non-choice” of this relationship modality.  

What has been said appears to be found in all clusters, except in 
Cluster 2. In fact, in the latter, the lack of direct experience of psycho-
logical interventions, particularly offline, has led to the transfer to 
VCP – rather automatically – of the characteristics usually attributed 
to apps and network services, thus connoting this setting as substan-
tially “normal”. In the absence of specific experiences, there is a ten-
dency to apply to VCP what is observed in other social situations 
(think of work meetings or online teaching), thus taking for granted 
not only the feasibility and usefulness of the psychological interven-
tion remotely but also its substantial overlap with that provided offline. 

On the other hand, the ease of use of techno-mediated communi-
cations can lead the client to believe that VCP, simply because it 
takes place online, can be just as easy. In other words, it is possible 
that a halo effect is implemented, that is, that the “ease” of the me-
dium (video call and/or videoconference) is transferred to the process 
(psychotherapy), concealing the commitment and participation that 
psychotherapy in any case requires, even if carried out via video con-
ference. The risk is that the VCP can satisfy the desire for relation-
ships, but also the need for security and control by diluting, even 
canceling, the extraneousness of the encounter. After all, the envi-
ronments in which you find yourself are your own, clothing can be 
informal, access and exit from the interview simple and immediate. 
In this perspective, VCP can collude with the client’s resistance and 
with their propensity to remove that uncanny element that 
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psychotherapy, paradoxically, is instead called to elicit and under-
stand. 

In the other clusters, we feel able to state that the narratives col-
lected, rather than discussing the proposed theme, express the need to 
protect the social relationality that characterised the pandemic period, 
motivating the use of online as a response to the spread of SARS-CoV- 
2. We therefore believe that the experiences and attitudes of DNs to-
wards ICT applied to psychological counselling and psychotherapy 
have been assimilated to the pandemic context. However, it should be 
added that the small number of interviewees (30) inevitably qualifies 
our research as exploratory with respect to a theme that we consider 
complex. 

However, it seems interesting to note that the interviewees con-
firmed some reflections on the setting proposed by the therapists (cf. 
Russell, 2015). More specifically, in the comparison between offline 
and online settings, many ECs underline the importance of the actions 
needed to go to the psychologist’s office. In fact, preparations, trans-
fers and organisation of the day develop a “space-time” prior to and 
following the meeting which structures a ritual surrounding and sup-
ports the clinical intervention. The interviewees therefore point out the 
usefulness of a clearing house in which to start reflecting on oneself 
and on the counselling/psychotherapy. In essence, the usefulness of 
gradually transitioning between the two different mindsets is under-
linedand consequently, the value that a set of material activities (e.g., 
taking the bus, going back home, etc.), although not strictly part of the 
counselling setting, can assume and, in fact, contribute to its function-
ality. 

From this angle, it is useful to note that current electronic devices 
(smartphones, tablets, notebooks, etc.) make it possible to carry out 
different activities at the same time and to switch quickly from one 
to another: in fact, being able to multitask today is a cultural request 
aimed at both devices and people (for example: following a lesson, 
responding to a chat, etc. at the same time). The objective is obvi-
ously the improvement of productivity through a reduction of the so-
called “dead times”. In this sense, multitasking can be very conven-
ient, as can VCP. In both cases, however, we observe a reduction, if 
not a cancellation, precisely of those interstitial spaces that people 
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use as places in which to germinate thought. Therefore, the fact of 
being able to access a counselling/psychotherapy interview with a 
quick and convenient switch risks hindering the very process that 
should be optimised. And it is on this being “comfortable” that we 
believe we can develop a further reflection. In fact, we could say that 
a comfortable modality does not seem to promote that change of per-
spective, that is, that widening of categories that clinical intervention 
intends instead to favour. On the other hand, however, it does not 
seem to us that this aspect only concerns DNs. Rather, it indicates 
more generally the issue of the motivation with which an online clin-
ical intervention is approached. 
 
 
Conclusions 
 

The present work started with the aim of exploring whether famil-
iarity with devices, specific to DNs, could positively influence the 
perception of online psychological services. The research question 
was not confirmed. Rather, it clearly emerges that perception is in-
fluenced by the element that the narrator assumes as a dimension of 
normality. 

In this direction, if one has no experience of offline psychological 
services, it is assumed that VCP has the same positive characteristics 
as found in smart working or online training. If, on the contrary, one 
does have experience of offline psychological counselling, the pro-
posed narrative highlights the difficulties encountered in VCP, while 
emphasising that it represented an opportunity during the pandemic. 

Finally, it appears relevant that the comfortable/easy qualification 
attributed to the online psychological service is taken for granted by 
the inexperienced group, while it assumes a clear problematic nature 
for those who have experience of face-to-face counselling, taking on 
the value of a possible obstacle to the work required. 

Our research, of an exploratory nature, is based around a small set 
of interviews which prevents generalisations for DNs and customers 
intended as a more general group. Nevertheless, we believe our work 
brought to the surface a pattern that is worth further analysis: the as-
sociation of comfortable/easy to online counselling. This association 
could be further studied so as to verify its actual presence and, if so, 
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to explore how the VCP, more and more widespread, can collude with 
the patient’s propensity not to get involved in the intervention. In other 
words, the association of comfortable/easy to online counselling, if 
confirmed, could signal an image of the psychological performance 
that connotes it as magical, bearer of immediate solutions to needs, 
rather than as a path that requires commitment and time. “Because” as 
Grasso (2022) states when dealing with this topic, “in reality, being in 
a relationship is uncomfortable”. On this, as well as on the links be-
tween VCP and dimensions of our current “interreality” (Riva, 2014), 
we believe further research and reflections are necessary. 
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Abstract 

In recent years, several clinical syndromes have emerged, labeled as eco-
psychopathologies, underlying the psychological relationship between indi-
viduals and natural environment. The aim of the present study was to analyze 
the nature of psychological distress related to this relationship administering 
to a sample of 20 participants: the Eco Psychopathologies Interview. The 
narratives elicited by this semi-structured interview were recorded and tran-
scribed. The elementary context analysis, carried out with the T-Lab soft-
ware, led to a two-factors and three-clusters solution. The interpretation pro-
cess has identified the factors as Narrative of the personal story and Action. 
Three clusters have emerged, labeled Bonding, Transforming and Educating. 
As discussed, this qualitative data supports the idea that psychological dis-
tress emerging from the human relationship with the natural environment is 
a matter of identity, personal values and attachment to place. 
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Introduction 
 

According to the World Health Organization, climate change 
should be considered as one of the main public health issues of the 
21st century (Sheehan et al., 2017). In the last decade, researchers fo-
cused on its psychological consequences, with the identification of 
several clinical syndromes labeled eco-anxiety, eco-guilt, solastagia, 
eco-pain and eco-depression (Albrecht, 2005; Cunsolo & Ellis, 2018; 
Clayton, 2020; Clayton & Karazsia, 2020).  

Research on the psychological consequences of climate change fo-
cused especially on extreme weather phenomena such as earthquakes, 
tsunamis, cyclones, storms, and floods. Literature supports the idea 
that extreme weather events and environmental changes are closely 
associated with a wide range of acute and/or chronic emotional re-
sponses including sadness, distress, fear, and helplessness (Cunsolo & 
Ellis, 2018). Vestal (2017) highlighted the impact of extreme weather 
conditions on mental health, with an increase of anxiety disorder, de-
pression, violence and suicide. Advancing this line of research, several 
theoretical and empirical contributions focused on specific variables 
accounting for eco-psychopathologies, such as climate concern, anxi-
ety or ecological pain (Clayton, 2003; Cunsolo & Ellis, 2018; Ojala, 
2021). 

Literature defines climate anxiety as a concern or a fear arising 
from uncertainty about issues related to the future of the environment 
(Clayton, 2020; Pihkala, 2020; Hickman et al., 2021). Climate anxiety 
is positively related to generalized anxiety and depression (Wullen-
kord et al., 2021), impacting individuals’ quality of life (Clayton & 
Karazsia, 2020). In addition, research has showed that this concern 
predominantly affects young people (Clayton & Karazsia, 2020), sug-
gesting that the onset of eco-psychopathologies is likely to be age-re-
lated. However, the reason why climate concerns would affect 
younger people more than others is not clear.  

Also, climate anxiety is strongly associated with ecological grief, 
linked to environmental deterioration and destruction of beloved 
places (Ellis & Albrecht, 2017; Ojala, 2021). Studies documented eco-
logical grief in individuals who lost their home after environmental 
disasters or in response to ecological changes occurred over time 
(Cunsolo & Ellis, 2018). Other authors observed ecological grief in 
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people who have a lifestyle closely connected to the environment, such 
as Australian farmers and Inuit living in Canada, suggesting that this 
eco-psychopathology may be related to identity issues (Cunsolo & El-
lis, 2018). Specifically, in these population, the pain associated with 
ecological grief would arise from the anticipation of future ecological 
losses (Cunsolo & Ellis, 2018). From this perspective, the concept of 
ecological grief appears similar to the notion of solastalgia, defined by 
Albrecht (2005) as “the pain associated with the awareness that be-
loved place is under immediate attack”.  

Despite these interesting results, a recent systematic review on so-
lastalgia (Galway et al., 2019) has concluded that, to date, no appro-
priate assessment tools for measuring these constructs are available. 
This gap may be explained by the fact that, despite a increase of the 
number of studies about the development of psychopathological con-
ditions in response to climate change, the influence of emotions related 
to the natural environment on mental health is still unclear (Stanley et 
al., 2021). Indeed, the lack of a clear conceptual definition of these 
variables and the consequent lack of assessment tools hinder the 
soundness of the conclusions drawn by empirical studies. Conse-
quently, efforts are needed to investigate the nature of eco-psychopa-
thologies and the variables accounting for these forms of psychologi-
cal distress to contribute to the advancement of theoretical conceptu-
alizations of the field. In addition, eco-psychopathologies are still un-
der-studied in several geographical areas including Italy. As high-
lighted in recent reviews (Middleton et al., 2020; Robison et al., 
2022), the field of research needs more culturally oriented investiga-
tions.  

 The present study aims to fill some gaps, through an exploratory 
study, identifying the nature of psychological distress resulting from 
the relationship between the individual and the natural environment. 
Indeed, there is currently a lack of qualitative studies analyzing the 
psychological distress that can result from the relationship between 
individuals and the nature. Such studies would be relevant preliminary 
steps to shape future research directions on environmental psycholog-
ical distress. Also, the study focuses on a sample of Italian adults, con-
sidered here a potential at-risk population for eco-psychopathologies’ 
onset in light of the high exposure of the Italian territory to 
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environmental changes (Institute for Environmental Protection and 
Research, 2021). Indeed, according to institutional reports (ISPRA; 
2021), Italy is exposed to a high risk of instability, landslides and 
floods because of its geological, morphological and hydrographic con-
formation. To fill these gaps, we conducted an exploratory qualitative 
study on a sample of Italian adults investigating the relationships be-
tween psychological distress and nature. 
 
 
Method 
 
Participants and procedures 
 

The sample consisted of 20 Italian adults, aged between 20 and 50 
years (M=24.6 years; SD=6.37; 35% male). The educational level of 
the sample was distributed as it follows: 15% postgraduate; 50% bach-
elor’s degree; 35% high school degree. Regarding annual income, 
45% of the sample reports to earn between €36,000 and €70,000 per 
year, 10% between €70,000 and €100,000, 35% less than €36,000 and 
only 5% more than €100,000. Participants were recruited between the 
19th October 2022 and the 20th December 2022, through a conven-
ience sampling technique. No compensation was offered. Participants 
should be between 18 and 65 years old and being Italian.  

The procedure of the study has been approved by the Ethical Com-
mittee of Sapienza University of Rome (Prot. N° 0000798-2022). Par-
ticipants were informed about the aims of the study and participation’s 
conditions (e.g., anonymity and confidentiality, right to withdraw). In 
case the individual accepted to participate, an informed consent was 
subscribed before the beginning of the procedure. Then, participants 
were asked to fulfill a brief questionnaire and to answer the interview. 
The interviews were carried out in Italian, in a private place at the con-
venience of the informant. The interviews length ranges from 20 to 90 
minutes (Mlenght=55 minutes). The interviews were audio-recorded and 
transcribed ad verbatim.  
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Measures 

Socio-economic information. A form was created and adminis-
tered to collect information about gender, age and socio-economic 
status. 

Eco Psychopathologies Interview (EPI; Abate & Velotti, in press). 
The interview was developed along the lines of the Indiana Psychiatric 
Illness Interview (Lysaker et al., 2002), that is a semi-structured inter-
view divided into four sections, aiming to elicit illness narratives of 
individuals with mental disorders. Similarly, the EPI is a semi-struc-
tured interview which offers participants the opportunity to 1) share 
their life story; 2) describe their mental states in relation to the natural 
environment and the way these states have influenced their lives; 3) 
describe their concerns about the conditions of the natural environ-
ment and how these concerns impacted their life choices; 4) share their 
expectations towards the future. After a brief warming-up moment 
asking the interviewed to briefly summarize his/her life story, the in-
vestigation focuses on the nature of psychological discomfort related 
to environmental issues. It asks the interviewed to identify the causes 
and consequences of these experiences of distress. Specifically, con-
sequences on the relational, occupational and lifestyle individual’s 
functioning are investigated with separate questions. In case a change 
is recognized in some of these areas, the interviewed is asked to spec-
ify the nature of these changes at both cognitive and emotional level. 
Finally, the last questions of the EPI encouraged the individual to re-
flect on expectations for own future and the future of the natural envi-
ronment.  
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Data Analysis 
 

The analysis of the textual corpus was carried out with the T-Lab 
Plus 10 software version 10.1.1. Once the corpus of interviews has 
been imported and the language to be analyzed has been selected, the 
software carries out an automatic step in which text normalization, 
polytene selection, vocabulary construction and corpus segmentation 
according to punctuation, number of characters and statistical criteria 
take place (Lancia, 2012). Before proceeding with the selection of 
keywords, it is necessary to alphabetize the lexical units (words and 
multi-words, classified on the basis of a criterion) by grouping them 
under the same root. This step is essential because the software’s dic-
tionary does not allow all words to be automatically reduced to their 
root.  

At the end of these operations, lemmatization takes place, which is 
later refined in the keyword (the lexical units present in the corpus) 
selection step. In this study, keywords were selected using the follow-
ing exclusion criteria: high frequency words, adverbs and pronouns 
(Bolasco, 1999). After this, an evaluation of the quantitative charac-
teristics of the corpus is carried out to check whether it is possible to 
process the data statistically (Bolasco, 1999; Giuliano & La Rocca, 
2010).  

The software is then asked to perform a thematic analysis of the 
elementary contexts (i.e., an automatic cluster analysis using a bisect-
ing K-means algorithm). The algorithm is limited to 10 partitions in 
order to exclude all elementary contexts that do not present at least 
two co-occurrences. Specifically, elementary contexts are syntagmatic 
units (i.e., fragments, sentences, paragraphs) in which each primary 
document can be subdivided.  

The analysis provides semantic groups (set of lemmas with similar 
semantic meaning) emerging from statistical elaboration of the lem-
mas’ co-occurrences. The clusters represent the set of lexical units that 
share the same elementary context so that each cluster is described as 
a list of typical words  (i.e., lexical units with the corresponding χ2 
value), and a label emerging from the qualitative interpretation of both 
typical words and associated elementary contexts. 

The qualitative interpretation was carried out in a discussion group 
involving seven psychologists, including clinical and/or research 
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psychologists, cognitive-behavioral and/or systemic-relational psy-
chotherapists. The first individual interpretations are shared and com-
pared to discuss disagreement and reach a consensus. 

In addition, clusters are represented in a system of coordinates (fac-
tors) which allow to determine the polarities and the discursive axes 
of text (positive and negative poles). Specifically, the factors represent 
the cultural space in which thinking is organized (Cordella, 2014). As 
for clusters, factors are characterized by a list of typical lemmas asso-
ciated with high χ2 values and are interpretated with the same process 
described above. 

Results 

Elementary contexts analysis 

The whole corpus consisted of 63319 lemmas, 950 elementary con-
texts analyzed and 426 keywords. The elementary contexts analysis led 
to the identification of three thematic clusters. These explained 26.77%, 
48.15%, and 25.08% of the variance respectively (see Table 1). 

Table 1. Number of elementary contexts included in each cluster and weight per-
centage 

Clusters Elementary contexts Weight (χ2) 

1. Bonding 253 26.77% 

2. Transforming 455 48.15% 

3. Educating 237 25.08% 
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Cluster 1. The first cluster labelled Bonding stresses the central 
role attributed to the relationships between individual, either family 
members or friends (see Table 2). In addition, the bond to natural en-
vironment seems to be shaped by these relational reference points that 
provided the personal values and offering meaning and encouraging 
respect.  
 
Table 2. List of typical lemmas for the Bonding cluster and illustrative elementary 
context units 
 

Lemmas χ2 

relationship 87.224 

meaning 33.016 

respect 32.735 

individual 26.335 

family 24.747 

certain 22.345 

friend 23.323 

to start 22.456 

to remain 11.243 

reality  4.983 

Example of elementary context units 

“[…]my first memory is when I was about two years old […] when I started going 

to the seaside. Of course, it’s a memory linked to the happiness of meeting my 

family, with holidays, with the sea, with situations of joy and therefore images of 

sunshine and happiness […]”. 

“I was really comfortable with this teacher because she had a great positive mind-

set […], she told me a lot and also regarding the respect of anyone and the respect 

of environment”. 

“[…]my mother is a person who is really impacted by weather changes […] but 

I can say that I am thermopathic too”. 
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Cluster 2. The second cluster, called Transforming refers to the 
way the connection between past and current places shapes the nature 
of psychological problems (Table 3). Participants, when asked to de-
scribe the psychological consequences of their relationship with na-
ture, described the shaping process of the childhood house on their 
story in the broader world also evidencing differences and changes of 
this environment as part of the psychological problems experienced.  
 
Table 3. List of typical lemmas for the Transforming cluster and illustrative elemen-
tary context units 
 

Lemmas χ2 

house 32.69 

to shape 34.13 

story 28.57 

world 26.14 

type 25.08 

related 14.50 

to take 13.42 

different  7.42 

change 5.40 

problems 4.71 

Example of elementary context units 

“[…] one thing that influences me a lot, but apart from the climate, it’s also the 

environment, because I think it’s something that’s quite common, it’s natural that 

being in a quiet place, maybe in the middle of the countryside or on a beach near 

the sea, in a situation where nature is present, and present in a positive way, it’s 

something that makes you happy. […] but on the other hand, seeing unpleasant 

situations such as the latest things that happened with these devastating rains, the 

water bombs and landslides […] that have been caused by this crazy climate is 

something that makes you feel uncomfortable […]”. 

“[…] I used to be much more distant from plants, such as greenery. I didn’t pay 

much attention to it. Nowadays, noticing that there are more plants in the streets 

which are not very well cared […] or that there aren’t enough plants, it is some-

thing that makes me think about what I pay attention to. Whereas I didn’t pay 

attention to this before, because I understand now more and more how important 

it is to be in contact with nature and how much benefit it gives to us […]”. 
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Cluster 3. The third cluster, labeled Educating, illustrates the extent 
by which the psychological relationship with nature grows at school 
where it is possible to speak about facts regarding nature as well as to 
express feelings and learn respect towards nature (see Table 4).  
 
Table 4. List of typical lemmas for the Educating cluster and illustrative elementary 
context units 
 

Lemmas χ2 

high school 49.58 

to stay 38.85 

 to express 36.34 

emotion 31.62 

to speak 25.87 

school 26.86 

to put 20.39 

to Feel 15.01 

respect 11.81 

fact  7.38 

Example of elementary context units 

“[…]the best years of my life were from pre-school to kindergarten, to primary 

school. The ones I have the most memories of […] we did a lot of things even with 

the teachers of extra outdoor activities […]so we planted seedlings […].” 

“[…]during lessons when I was nine years old, they taught us, in practice, how 

to avoid waste and so on, and I remember I became really paranoid […].” 

“[…]middle school gave me the opportunity to do a lot of things that the children 

might not have been able to do, even sleeping outside alone but in a controlled 

environment, horse riding […].” 
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Factor extraction  
 

Finally, two factors were extracted and interpreted (see Table 5). 
Along axis 1, keywords related to the negative polarity (the terms “pos-
itive” and “negative” associated with the polarities are to be understood 
in a purely mathematical meaning) were related to the capacity to con-
nect with and to reflect on personal story (story; to remember; see Table 
5), whereas those related to the positive polarity stress the role of Con-
tinuity, being linked to as a process of identifying the impact of past 
events in shaping the present (to remain; compared to; before; see Table 
5). The continuum ranging from reflection to thought was interpreted as 
a Narration that gradually develop trough a continuous re-organization 
of meanings attributed to own story considering the role of the environ-
ment changes. The second factor includes a positive polarity related to 
personal achievements (to succeed; maturing; see Table 5) and a nega-
tive polarity consisting in the description of the set of necessary infor-
mation and knowledge for reaching personal achievements (school; 
exam; see Table 5). The interpretative process describes this factor as 
Action continuum that combines what we need to know (information) 
to reach the place where we should be (achievements). 
 
Table 5. Lists of top 10 lexical units percentage of inertia explained by factors 
 

FACTOR 1 (61,77%) 
Narration 

FACTOR 2 (38,23%) 
Action 

POLE (-): 
Reflection 

POLE (+): 
Continuity 

POLE (-): 
Information 

POLE (+): 
Achievements 

to connect to remain middle school relations 
to make compared to high school meaning 
home before fifth aspects 
beliefs to find school maturing 
story express exam certain 
to remember professional emotions job 
to tell relationships To talk to work 
type high school feeling influence 
to account to succeed path family 
details To start schoolmate to succeed 
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The positions of the clusters on the Cartesian axes (i.e., factors) 
emerging from this analysis are displayed in Figure 1. The Bonding 
cluster has a greater weight in the positive polarity of both factors, 
suggesting that the continuity between values’ systems and relation-
ship with nature foster achievements. The Transforming cluster 
weighs on the negative pole of factor two and is exactly halfway be-
tween the positive pole and the negative pole of the first factor. The 
transformative process described by this cluster therefore seems to 
tightly depend on the possibility to benefit from necessary information 
but also results as an optimal balance between reflective attitude and 
the need to maintain a continuity between the present and the past. 
Finally, the Educating cluster weighs more heavily on the negative 
polarity of the first factor and on the positive polarity of the second 
factor one. This suggests that the role of the educational system in 
shaping the human-nature relationship is primarily in fostering a re-
flective attitude and eliciting pro-environmental behavior rather than 
in providing information. 

 
Figure 1. Graphical representation of factorial plan and clusters  
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Discussion 
 

The aim of the present study was to explore the issue of psycholog-
ical distress related to the relationship between individuals and natural 
environment through a new interview, the EPI. From the narratives 
elicited by the EPI, three thematic clusters were identified: Bonding, 
Transforming and Educating. 

The thematic area of Bonding refers to the relationships and their 
values. This theme was related to the Narration factor, suggesting an 
association with the identity construction process (Piccinno & Fioren-
tini, 2015). This seems to be in line with previous theoretical perspec-
tives stressing the relevance of the identity issue in the relationship 
between individuals and nature (Albrecht, 2005; Clayton, 2020). In-
deed, it suggests that the development of the relationship with the nat-
ural environment may be related to the construction of individual’s 
identity and value system. In fact, our results stress the potential rele-
vance of the value systems in shaping the individual’s relationship 
with nature. Of note, some authors argued that, at the basis of individ-
uals’ beliefs about the environment, there are four human values, 
namely, biospheric, altruistic, selfish and hedonistic values. These 
would be associated with concerns for the environment, for others, for 
one’s personal resources and for well-being and pleasure respectively 
(Bouman et al., 2018). According to these studies, beliefs, attitudes 
and identity aspects related to the environment correlate with values 
belonging to self-transcendence and self-valorization which represent 
openness to change and a sense of preservation (Schwartz, 1994). 
These values would motivate individual to engage in activities useful 
to others and the environment (Stern et al., 1998; Schultz & Zelezny, 
1999). Therefore, this cluster echoes with the definition of eco-psy-
chopathology as an environmental concern, mostly identified in the 
literature as eco-anxiety (Clayton, 2020). From this perspective, envi-
ronmental concerns may be rooted the development of the relationship 
with the environment and have implications for the construction of the 
individual’s identity and value system. 

The thematic area Transforming refers to the home and childhood 
memories and places suggesting the role of attachment to the place. In 
agreement with conclusions of past studies, the interruption or loss of 
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the attachment bond is a key factor that may lead to the development 
of eco-psychopathologies (Albrecht, 2005; Higginbotham et al.,2006, 
Galway et al., 2019; Clayton, 2020). Of note, the construct of place 
attachment partially overlapped with the identity one with the first 
construct been described as comprising the two dimensions of place 
identification and place identity (Twigger-Ross & Uzzell, 1996). Place 
identification refers to a social identity expressed through the place in 
which a social group is situated or located (Twigger-Ross & Uzzell, 
1996). Complementarily, the place identity construct grasps the idea 
that the self is not only based on the relationships the individual has 
with others, but also on the relationships that individuals establish with 
the affective and everyday places (Proshansky et al., 1983; Bonnes & 
Secchiaroli, 1992). Qualitative data brought here suggest that it may 
be essential to refer to the construct of attachment to place such as the 
affective bond created between individuals and places to understand 
the nature of eco-psychopathologies (Hidalgo & Hernàndez, 2001). 
Indeed, the qualitative analysis of the interviews confirm the idea that 
individuals develop an attachment bond with everyday life places that 
also change over time. Unfortunately, except for the contributions fo-
cusing on solastalgia (Albrecht, 2005), there is a lack of knowledge 
regarding the interplay between role attachment to place and connec-
tion with nature in the explanation of psychological distress onset re-
lated to the relationship between individuals and the natural environ-
ment.  

 The last thematic area seems to confirm the idea of environmental-
related passthrough education in contact with nature. According to 
some studies, although there is an innate connection to nature, this is 
also shaped by experiences (Kellert, 1997). Many studies confirm the 
idea that individuals who are more connected to nature as adults, re-
member having spent more time in nature during their childhood than 
those who are less connected to nature (Tam, 2013). Moreover, some 
studies suggested that contact with nature experienced during child-
hood impact the proneness to connect with nature in adulthood (Bang, 
2007; Unsworth, 2012). This theme seems to confirm the idea that 
some populations, more than others, may have a higher incidence of 
developing eco-psychopathology because of a lifestyle that is strongly 
linked to the natural environment (Middleton et al., 2020). This sug-
gests that positive childhood experiences of nature may lay the 
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foundations for greater concern and sensitivity to the natural environ-
ment and the subsequent development of psychological distress asso-
ciated with it.  

Finally, the identification of the factors suggests the role of addi-
tional elements. The factor of Narration seems to be a process of re-
organization of one’s own history. The second factor would represent 
the need to deepen knowledge about one’s own history to implement 
an action for changing the future. This converges with the idea that 
storytelling enables people to reconstruct their existence by under-
standing and becoming more aware of its developments (Bruner, 
2006).  

Limitations and conclusion 

The limitations of this exploratory and qualitative study rely on the 
limited replicability as well as the quite small sample size. This leads 
to the fact that the typical words are not strongly differentiated across 
clusters.  

Another aspect could be related to the interview itself and the poor 
knowledge among the interviewees regarding the phenomenon of eco-
psychopathologies. Despite the current massive coverage of climate 
change in the mass media, several individuals claimed to not suffer 
from psychological issues related to the natural environment as, for 
example, they did not recognize anxiety regarding climate changes as 
a form of psychological distress. This aspect informs us regarding the 
relevance of the cultural framework on the way individual think and 
interpret the issue of eco-psychopathology and the way empirical in-
vestigations should be carried out in the Italian culture. Also, this ele-
ment could direct public communication campaign that may want to 
stress the potential psychological consequences of climate changes. 

Another aspect to consider is that narratives may also be influenced 
by the age of the respondent. In this respect, the literature suggests that 
concerns about climate change are predominant among young adults, 
that concerns about climate change vary according to the severity of 
its impact on one’s life (Clayton & Karazsia, 2020). An additional as-
pect is related to the practical implications of the work. Particularly, 
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the recruitment of the sample was a critical element due to the diffi-
culty in finding people willing to participate. 

Finally, limitations to the qualitative interpretation of the clusters 
and factors include the educational and professional background of the 
discussion group participants. The homogeneity in this background 
may have increased the risk of bias of interpretation process.  
 
 
Future Direction and implications 

 
The present study analyzed the narratives of Italian adults regarding 

the relationship between psychological distress related to natural en-
vironment. The knowledge reached here may be further extended by 
replicating the study among vulnerable population such as individuals 
exposed to environmental disasters. Despite the fact that this is a qual-
itative study, the data obtained have several implications for future re-
search. In fact, research could be directed towards studying the impli-
cations of the identity process and the development of the value system 
linked to the individual’s relationship with the natural environment. 
Regarding clinical implications, this study may help to plan future pre-
vention and treatment interventions focused on psychopathological 
conditions linked to the natural environment.  

As a whole, the study suggests that eco-psychopathological symp-
toms converge from several factors, including identity development, 
the relationship that humans build over time with the environment, the 
attachment bond with the environment, and aspects of personality such 
as values’ systems. Each of these identified variables should be further 
investigated by future qualitative and quantitative studies. 
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Abstract 

This paper presents the results of an in-depth analysis aimed to identify 
climate change representations in four major Italian newspapers over 11 
years. The objectives of the study were to map the prevailing themes, to ex-
amine the underlying semantic structures that shape the content of these 
themes, and to investigate the way they have evolved. To this end, the study 
used the Automated Co-occurrence Analysis for Semantic Mapping 
(ACASM) procedure applied to a text corpus consisting of the journal arti-
cles. The results highlight four distinctive themes based on two basic struc-
tures through which climate change is represented in the Italian media. 
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Additionally, the study revealed significant temporal variability in the use of 
the themes during the period examined. Drawing on the framework of Semi-
otic Cultural Psychology theory, the implications of the findings are dis-
cussed, offering valuable insights into the perception and social representa-
tion of climate change in the Italian media landscape. 

Keywords: Climate change, global warming, content analysis, newspapers, 
sensemaking. 

Introduction 

In the last decade, several empirical research studies have sur-
veyed the representation of climate change in the media. As an ex-
ample, Jaspal and Nerlich (2014) in a qualitative thematic analysis 
of British newspapers highlighted three representations of climate 
change in terms of a collective multi-faceted threat, an attribution of 
blame and a speculative solution to a complex socio-environmental 
problem. Similarly, a computer-assisted content analysis on climate-
change-related newspapers provided evidence that the climate 
change issue is increasingly covered by the politics section rather 
than by the science column (Kirilenko & Stepchenkovygka, 2012). 
Bailey and colleagues (2014), studying the media representation of 
climate change through lexical analysis, found that U.S. newspapers 
contained a higher density of epistemic markers and used more am-
biguous grammatical constructs related to uncertainties than Spanish 
newspapers, but every source analyzed used similar terms for ex-
pressing the uncertainty related to climate change. Kay and Gaymard 
(2021) in a three- newspaper analysis highlighted that climate cover-
age focused on politics and international involvement. In conclusion, 
media resources play an important role in supporting information 
about climate change among the population, tackling the hard task of 
simplifying and transmitting the complex scientific information con-
cerning climate change issues (Ranney & Clark, 2016). Thus, in this 
panorama the media play a significant role in shaping psychological 
phenomena like climate change denial (Boykoff, 2013) or climate 
change anxiety (Clayton, 2020; Maran & Begotti, 2021), as well as 
in promoting the population’s awareness about the implications of 
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climate change (Schäfer, 2012) which in some cases results in the 
adoption of pro-environmental and resilient behaviors (Hakala & 
Seeck, 2009).  

The impact of the media on human choices and behavior has been 
amply explained by the Framing theory, which underlines the role of 
framing in promoting people’s specific conceptualization of an issue 
or in helping to orient their thinking (Chong & Druckman, 2007). Ac-
cording to Entman (1993), people frame, that is, select some aspects 
of a phenomenon perceived as more salient in a certain communica-
tion context, promoting specific problem definition, causal interpreta-
tion, moral evaluation, and/or recommendation. The concept of the 
frame has been widely acknowledged for its ability to explain the con-
nection between the content of the message and the psychological 
mechanisms involved in media influence (Mazzara et al., 2021), and 
it has been adopted to explain different phenomena such as public 
opinion (e.g., Fine, 1992; Lecheler & de Vreese, 2012), the economy 
(e.g., Martin, 2016) and climate change (e.g., Anshelm & Hultman, 
2014; Knight & Greenberg, 2011; Stecula & Merkley, 2019). Specifi-
cally, studies focusing on climate change identified different frames 
through which the phenomenon is represented at the international 
level. For example, Anshelm and Hultman (2014) conducted a study 
of climate change discourse in Sweden and identified four distinct 
frames that are used in the climate change debate. These frames in-
clude industrial fatalism, green Keynesianism, eco-socialism, and cli-
mate scepticism. Stecula and Merkley (2019), studying the evolution 
of frames over time in U.S. media sources, found that, although frames 
related to the economic harm associated with climate mitigation poli-
cies have played a significant role in the past, their importance is de-
clining. In contrast, frames advocating public support and commit-
ment for climate action have increased, as well as frames highlighting 
the economic benefits of climate action.  

Despite the relevance of the results attained, frames are understood 
in terms of specific and contingent topics attributed to the phenome-
non studied. However, such a focus does not allow us to highlight the 
structure of culturally generalized meanings grounding such specific 
and contingent frames. This limit makes it impossible to acknowledge 
the specific way the phenomenon under investigation (i.e., climate 
change) is tackled/narrated as a result of a cultural and social tenet.  
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To overcome this limitation, in the present work we aim to focus 
on climate change in newspapers according to the Semiotic Cultural 
Psychology Theory (SCPT; Salvatore, 2016; Valsiner, 2007). The 
SCPT conceives frames in terms of themes that are active within nar-
rative practices. Such themes are based on semantic structures that rep-
resent the basic components through which a given object is repre-
sented and that work in terms of latent dimensions of meaning– semi-
otic forces (Salvatore et al., 2020) – orienting the way a specific issue 
is faced in narrative terms (Rochira et al., 2020). Accordingly, themes 
characterizing climate change issues could be identified in terms of 
patterns of co-occurring words. In this view, themes do not express an 
underlying content, which is already present in the text. Rather, a 
theme constitutes a pattern of meanings that acts as a sort of semiotic 
affordance that guides the interpreter’s interpretion (on the issue of 
texts and meaning, see Salvatore, 2016).  

Adopting this perspective allows the topic of climate change to be 
placed in the perspective of clinical psychology that argues that the 
promotion of change ‒ or, as in this case, resilience and pro-environ-
mental behaviors ‒ must take into account the interpretation of the so-
cial context within which people are embedded and in which the cul-
turally based representations that guide individual attitudes and behav-
iors are formed (Carli & Paniccia, 1999; Salvatore & Freda, 2011). 

Accordingly, the present study investigates, on the one hand, the 
themes conveyed in a sample of articles about climate change taken 
from Italian newspapers, tracking their evolution in time; on the other 
hand, it focuses on the generalized cultural meanings that organize 
such themes.  

Conceptual framework 

The Semiotic Cultural Psychology Theory (SCPT) assumes that the 
individual’s psychological functioning is based on embodied patterns 
of meanings – understood in terms of generalized and affect-laden sys-
tems of assumptions (Salvatore et al., 2016) – embodied in the systems 
of practices that make up the cultural milieu of the social group (Cole, 
1998; Valsiner, 2007; Vygotsky, 1978) and therefore guide individual 
meaning-making. Thus, meaning making is inherently social and 

Copyright © FrancoAngeli 
This work is released under Creative Commons Attribution - Non-Commercial – 

No Derivatives License. For terms and conditions of usage 
please see: http://creativecommons.org 



 

76  Rivista di Psicologia Clinica (ISSNe 1828-9363), n. 1/2023 

cultural. The SCPT framework allows consideration of the affect-
laden dimension of meanings and its ability to influence beliefs and 
behaviors, which is useful in explaining personal and public facts, 
such as media representations of major social issues. 

According to the SCPT, the representation of a particular topic is 
the result of a consistent pattern of meaning (i.e., a theme) that fore-
grounds specific features or qualities while putting others in the back-
ground. Themes are generalized nuclei, employed in addressing the 
issue in the media texts analyzed. The emphasis is on the generaliza-
tion aspect, as the analysis concentrates on the higher order meanings 
associated with the climate change issue, determining how, rather than 
what, the issue is framed, mainly, how the receiver of media infor-
mation makes sense of it. Therefore, themes are underpinned in se-
mantic structures, which in their turn are modelled as basic, semantic, 
bipolar components (Rochira et al., 2020). In this analysis, bipolarity 
is the fundamental aspect of semantic components in the sense that the 
presence of one polarity implies the absence of the opposite meaning. 
For example, if something is “friend”, this means it is not hostile (Mar-
ková, 2003; Salvatore et al., 2017). In this way, a theme consists of 
the presence or absence of the qualities that the semantic components 
make relevant (Salvatore et al., 2012). 

The SCPT theoretical perspective is handy for the analysis of the 
underlying representations of different phenomena. In the area of me-
dia representation, with a focus on newspapers, numerous studies have 
explored the representation of various social objects (Mannarini et al., 
2020). Rochira et al. (2020) and Mazzara et al. (2021) analyzed mi-
gration, Buhagiar et al. (2020) focused on Islam, and Pop et al. (2020) 
analyzed the LGBT community. In the context of the COVID-19 pan-
demic, Venuleo et al. (2020) examined the semantic structures inher-
ent in crisis-related narratives. The authors identified two key dimen-
sions: the representation of the pandemic and the interpretation of its 
implications. Contesting the assumption of a universally disruptive 
meaning, the authors emphasized the need to recognize individual in-
terpretations that are shaped by subjective meanings (Venuleo et al., 
2020). In addition, Lai et al. (2021) explored the complexities of com-
municative exchanges within online communities of young individu-
als struggling with eating disorders. Their investigation revealed the 
propensity of the so-called Pro-Ana (Pro-Anorexia) blog users to 
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normalize and idealize their eating behavior, potentially exacerbating 
the manifestation of psychotic traits associated with these disorders. 
Their findings underscored the importance of semantic structure anal-
ysis for better understanding and for effective intervention in these 
phenomena. 

Taken together the above-mentioned studies highlight how the 
themes through which social phenomena are represented emerge from 
latent semiotic resources, which represent the social and individual 
means at disposal in facing the phenomena.  
 
 
Aims 
 

The newspapers’ representation analysis is designed to map the 
themes characterizing Italian discussion on climate change and the la-
tent sensemaking dimensions that ground and shape the content of 
such themes. Specifically, this study aims to: (a) identify the themes 
that emerge from media discourses on climate change; (b) identify the 
basic semantic structure underpinning the themes; (c) examine the var-
iability in the themes through which climate change is narrated over 
time. Reaching such aims have three relevant implications. On the the-
oretical level, it contributes to the empirical analysis of the challenging 
issue of the relationship between the outputs (i.e., the contents) and 
organizational principles (i.e., the semantic structures) of social mean-
ing-making processes (Salvatore & Venuleo, 2013). On the empirical 
level, it allows us to detect differences in themes of climate change 
representation in newspapers and track their evolution in time. On the 
applicative level, mapping and tracking the way climate change is nar-
rated makes it possible to acknowledge the semantic dimension and to 
identify alternative themes, helpful in promoting pro-environmental 
and resilient behaviors. 
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Method  
 
Sample  
 

To define the set of newspapers and articles for the analysis, the 
following procedure was adopted.  

The sample consists of articles from four Italian national newspa-
pers: Repubblica, Il Manifesto, Il Giornale, Corriere della Sera. Since 
the media representation of the climate issue has increased over time 
(IPCC, 2022), information was collected from 2011 to 2022 to have a 
broad understanding of the representation of climate change in the last 
11 years and track its evolution over time. The newspaper choice was 
based on digital accessibility. The criterion of article selection was the 
presence of the term “climate” or “climate change” [in Italian: clima 
or cambiamento climatico] within the article at least once. In addition, 
in order to be analyzed each article had to contain a minimum of three 
hundred words within the text corpus. Finally, the selected articles had 
to be deemed focused on the topic of climate change by two independ-
ent raters with university level education. The consensus in cases of 
disagreement was reached by discussion.  

In the following step a series of preliminary frequency analyses 
were conducted on a pre-selected set of articles with the goal of ob-
taining a constant temporal representation within the chosen time units 
for the final analysis. The time units of the final analysis were semes-
ters (January to June and July to December). As the number of valid 
articles a month varied from 1 to 30, the risk was that the content in 
each timeframe would be overrepresented by some particular periods 
or peak events. Therefore, each semester included around 5 articles 
per month. If the monthly rate exceeded this limit, articles were se-
lected randomly, while if a certain month was underrepresented, arti-
cles from nearby months were added. The whole sample selected con-
sisted of 1530 articles. The distribution of articles in blocks and news-
papers is presented in Table 1. 
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Table 1. Distribution of the selected articles per time blocks and newspapers 

Year 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 

Semester II I II I II I II I II I II I II 

Time block 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 

Repubblica 14 16 17 18 23 24 25 25 25 25 25 25 25 

Il Manifesto 0 0 0 1 0 7 8 22 7 11 8 6 15 

Il Giornale 2 1 3 2 0 1 1 2 2 8 2 5 3 

Corriere della 
Sera 

8 14 8 7 8 18 14 20 23 25 10 22 23 

Total 24 31 28 28 31 50 48 69 57 69 45 58 66 

Year 2018 2019 2020 2021 2022 Total 

Semester I II I II I II I II I II 

Time block 14 15 16 17 18 19 20 21 22 23 

Repubblica 25 25 25 25 25 25 25 25 30 30 547 

Il Manifesto 15 23 16 25 25 21 25 25 30 30 320 

Il Giornale 6 4 14 5 24 18 25 25 30 30 213 

Corriere della 
Sera 

25 25 25 25 25 22 25 25 23 30 450 

Total 71 77 80 80 99 86 100 100 113 120 1530 

Data analysis 

To identify the main themes and the semantic structure and to ex-
amine the positioning of the former within the latter, the data analysis 
employed the Automated Co-occurrence Analysis for Semantic Map-
ping procedure (ACASM, Gennaro & Salvatore, 2023; Salvatore et 
al., 2012; 2017), which operates based on a semiotic understanding of 
meaning that takes into account sign transition (Valsiner & Rosa, 
2007). In the context of textual analysis, sign transition manifests as 
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co-occurrences of lexemes, specifically syntagmatic associations, 
within the same contextual units, such as paragraphs. The ACASM 
procedure was conducted through the T-Lab software (Lancia, 2004). 
To this end, ACASM adopts a two-stage procedure (for technical de-
tails, see Gennaro & Salvatore, 2023).  

In the first stage, the corpus is segmented into elementary context 
units (ECUs), which are groups of adjacent utterances. This procedure 
allows the length of the segments for thematic interpretation to be bal-
anced while avoiding a lack of specific thematic associations. In our 
case, the following criterion was adopted: (1) each ECU begins just 
after the end of the previous ECU; (2) each ECU ends with the first 
punctuation mark (“.”, or “!”, or “?”) occurring after the threshold of 
250 characters from the first character; (3) if an ECU is longer than 
2000 characters, it ends with the last word found within that length, 
even if there is no punctuation mark.  

Then all the lexical forms in the text were identified and as-
signed to their headwords. This procedure reduces lexical variation 
(e.g., word forms like “see”, “seeing”, and “saw” share the lemma 
“see”, while “woman” and “women” both have “woman” as their 
lemma). 

Subsequently, a selection process was conducted to exclude irrele-
vant lemmas from the analysis. This involved excluding stop-words, 
instrumental, empty, and indicative words (e.g., “namely”, “indeed”, 
“and”, “this”) that lack specific semantic content, initially through the 
application of T-Lab’s stop-words list, followed by a refinement check 
conducted by the research team. Basic auxiliary verbs (i.e., “to be” and 
“to have”) and the top 5 most frequent lemmas were also excluded to 
minimize noise and focus on specific semiotic patterns. The selection 
yielded a subset of the 1000 most frequent lemmas, striking a balance 
between computational feasibility within the algorithm’s constraints 
and the ability to detect meaningful patterns in the data. 

In light of this preliminary textual data arranging, the procedure re-
duced the text under analysis in a digital corpus where each cell within 
the matrix indicated the presence (1) or absence (0) of a particular 
lemma within a specific ECU.  

In the second stage of the procedure, the digital textual representa-
tion obtained underwent a multidimensional analysis integrating Clus-
ter Analysis (CA) and Correspondence Analysis (COR) to map, 
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respectively, the thematic contents of the text and identify the seman-
tic structure organizing the text. 

CA was employed on the digital matrix, which comprised elemen-
tary context units (ECUs) and lemmas, to cluster the ECUs in the textual 
corpus. The goal of CA was to identify clusters of headwords that tend 
to co-occur within a same ECU indicating similar semantic content or 
themes. Clustering was based on the similarity derived from the co-oc-
currence of words, grouping text units with shared co-occurring words 
together. This clustering approach allowed for a detailed representation 
of semantic content by encoding each unit of analysis with its specific 
co-occurring word set. The quality of the chosen cluster partition was 
then inspected using “cluster quality” measures: specifically, choosing 
the partition with the largest value for the Calinski-Harabasz and please 
add a space between ICC and (Rho) indices and the smallest value for 
the Davies-Bouldin index. 

Subsequently, COR was conducted on the resulting matrix, with 
lemmas as rows and clusters as columns. Each cell in the matrix de-
noted the frequency of a lemma within a cluster.  

COR aimed to reveal the underlying semantic structures associated 
with the themes identified through CA. In so doing, the factorial space 
obtained by the COR does not map the semantic structure of the text; 
rather, it detects the semantic dimensions in terms of which the pat-
terns of co-occurring lemmas are (dis)-similar to each other. Each po-
larity represents a set of co-occurring signs that either appeared to-
gether or were absent. Additionally, COR enabled the representation 
of additional variables, known as illustrative variables, on the factorial 
dimensions. Although these variables did not contribute to the defini-
tion of the multidimensional space, they were associated with the es-
tablished factorial dimensions. This facilitated the interpretation of the 
relationship between semantic structures and segment/article charac-
teristics (time block in the specific case).  

To examine the possible temporal variation of themes, a contin-
gency table that provides the degree of association of each time block 
with each theme was extracted. Subsequently, for each time block the 
standard deviation of represented clusters was calculated. Standard de-
viation has been interpreted in terms of dispersion concerning the 
themes through which climate change is tackled.  Specifically, the 
higher the standard deviation over time, the more the climate change 
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issue within a given time block is treated according to different narra-
tives. Thus, higher standard deviation represents a more diversified 
and less tight representation of the climate change issue according to 
a dominant theme. Accordingly, a linear regression was run having the 
standard deviation as dependent variable and the six-month time 
blocks as independent variable. 
 
 
Results  
 

The matrix employed for analysis comprised 10277 ECUs orga-
nized in rows and 30377 lemmas in columns. The Cluster Analysis 
division into four themes was chosen as the optimal solution (Calinski-
Harabasz = 70.50; Davies-Bouldin = 11.54; ICC = 0.02). The themes 
were defined by the most representative lemmas, which are presented 
in Table 2, and were interpreted by the research team through a con-
sensus procedure (Harris et al., 2012; Schielke et al., 2009) as follows: 

 
Theme 1. Climatic variations. Lemmas in this theme refer to the ris-

ing global temperatures (Temperature, Hot, Heat), the impact of climate 
change on the Earth’s bodies of water (Water, Sea), the occurrence of 
extreme weather events (Drought, Extreme), changing weather patterns, 
the impact on biodiversity, and geographic regions and ecosystems af-
fected by climate change (Phenomenon, Species, Area). 

 
Theme 2. International negotiation. Lemmas referring to the formal 

agreements and commitments made by countries to address the chal-
lenges posed by climate change (Agreements, Commitments) as in the 
case of the Paris Agreement at the 2015 United Nations Climate 
Change Conference (Paris, Conference), the role of countries in ad-
dressing the problem (Country, China, United States), and the role of 
policymakers in setting climate policies (Trump, Obama, President). 

 
Theme 3. Sustainability. Characteristic lemmas of this theme refer 

to the need for renewable and sustainable (Renewable, Sustainable) 
energy solutions (Energy, Energetic), the role of investment and cor-
porate actions in addressing the climate crisis (Investment, Company), 
the energy industry and related fields, and the transition to sustainable 
energy systems, policies, and practices (Sector, Transition). 
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Theme 4. Activism. Lemmas referring to one of the best-known fig-
ures about the issue of climate change and her role in inspiring a global 
movement of activists (Greta, Thunberg, Activist, Movement), to the 
involvement of young individuals in climate change initiatives 
(Young, Boy, Student), to the Fridays for Future movement and the 
public spaces where protests and demonstrations related to climate 
change take place (Square, Fridays, Future). 
 
Table 2. Lemmas characterizing the three themes 
 

Theme 1 – Climatic variations  Theme 2 – International negotiation 
Lemmas F TOTAL χ2  Lemmas F TOTAL χ2 

Temperature 1073 12851457.048 Agreement 806 9212030.408

Water 883 10681170.725 Paris 766 9361710.695

Hot 559 625 884.782 Country 1274 2128 1498.06

Drought 384 427 614.721 Trump 468 5251216.172

Phenomenon 432 519 580.928 President 612 8241136.787

Species 380 440 556.082 Conference 443 587 848.302

Extreme 387 471 504.71 Obama 310 340 837.166

Area 461 603 503.839 China 437 609 757.562

Sea 412 518 496.93 United States 408 605 622.352

Heat 289 314 486.216 Commitments 288 359 618.859
Theme 3 – Sustainability  Theme 4 – Activism 

Lemmas F TOTAL χ2  Lemmas F TOTAL χ2 
Energy 884 11931430.301 Greta  407 4491805.322

Renewable 596 6821331.093 Young 380 4611465.989

Energetic 685 8531302.858 Square 267 3091104.123

Investment 411 471 914.825 Activist 260 3121019.061

Sector 408 531 709.869 Thunberg 206 225 926.351

Transition 362 484 595.899 Movement 243 306 885.734

Fossil 480 737 583.401 Boy 188 205 847.37

Sustainable 391 548 582.771 Fridays 166 173 797.96

Euro 305 390 549.652 Future 482 999 739.866

Company 316 421 523.912 Student 152 170 660.43

Note. All χ2 values are significant below the level of .001. 
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The correspondence analysis on the lemmas x clusters matrix pro-
duced two factorial dimensions (Table 3). The consensus procedure 
used by the research team resulted in the following interpretations: 

 
Factor 1. Institution – Environmental risks. The negative pole of this 

factor groups lemmas that refer to international governance and cooper-
ation mechanisms, aimed at addressing climate change (Agreement, 
Paris, Target, Conference), the role of political leadership and the actions 
of individual nations (Country, President, Trump, Obama), the shift from 
fossil fuels to renewable energy sources (Emission, Energy), formal 
structures and practices of ecological balance (Institution, Sustainable), 
and organizations that can contribute to actions against climate change 
(Euro, Company). Positive pole lemmas, on the other hand, refer to the 
concept of rising temperatures and heat (Temperature, Hot, Heat), to the 
interconnectedness of water resources and the marine environment (Wa-
ter, Sea), to the changes and climate effects which translate into occur-
rence and intensification of extreme weather events (Phenomenon, Ex-
treme), to water scarcity (Drought, Area), and to the impacts of changing 
environmental conditions on biodiversity (Species). 

 
Factor 2. Advocacy – Transition. The negative pole of this factor 

includes lemmas that refer to individuals engaged in raising awareness 
and driving action (Greta Thunberg, Young, Boy, Student, Activist), to 
the collective and organized efforts of activists (Movement, Fridays, 
Square) in addressing climate change (Climate). On the other hand, the 
positive pole of this factor groups lemmas that refer to the role of energy 
systems and the need for sustainable alternatives (Energy, Renewable, 
Energetic), to the economic aspects of climate change and the energy 
sector (Investment, Sector, Billion, Euro), to the contrasting energy 
sources and their environmental implications (Fossil, Source), to the im-
portance of adopting sustainable practices and systems (Sustainable). 

In Figure 1 it may be observed that Climatic variations (Theme 1) 
were situated within the positive polarity of the first factor, indicative 
of its association with the Environmental risks. Conversely, Interna-
tional negotiation (Theme 2) showed an alignment with the negative 
pole of the first factor, signifying its association with Institution. Sus-
tainability (Theme 3) positioned within the positive pole of the second 
factor, which represents Transition, while concurrently tending to 
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associate with the negative pole of the first factor (Institution). Lastly, 
Activism (Theme 4) emerged on the negative pole of the second fac-
tor, thereby reflecting its linkage to Advocacy.  

 
Table 3. Characteristic lemmas of factorial dimensions 
 

Factor 1  Factor 2 

Institution 
 Environmental 

risks 
 Advocacy  

Transition 

Pole (-) V Test  Pole (+) V Test  Pole (-) V Test  Pole (+) V Test 
Agree-
ment 

-0.0122  Temperature 0.0181  Greta -0.0203  Energy 0.0205 

Paris -0.0107  Water 0.0161  Young -0.0162  Renewable 0.0191 

Country -0.0093  Hot 0.0121  Square -0.0121  Energetic 0.0185 

Emission -0.0086  Phenomenon 0.0084  Activist -0.0112  Investment 0.0135 

President -0.0075  Drought 0.0083  Thunberg -0.0106  Sector 0.0108 

Trump -0.0068  Species 0.0078  Boy -0.0092  Billion 0.0089 

Energy -0.006  Sea 0.007  Movement -0.0086  Euro 0.0089 

Target -0.0055  Area 0.0068  Fridays -0.0083  Fossil 0.0081 

Confer-
ence 

-0.0052  Heat 0.0067  Climate -0.0072  Source 0.008 

Obama -0.0049  Extreme 0.0067  Student -0.0071  Sustainable 0.0075 

Note. Each pole contains the 10 most representative lemmas. 

 
 
Figure 1. Themes position on the semantic space, defined by factor 1 in the abscise 
axis and factor 2 in the ordinate axis 
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Finally, simple linear regression tested the significant role of time 
in predicting the variability of themes according to which the issue of 
climate change is tackled by newspapers. Specifically, the regression 
model was statistically significant (R2 = .418, F [1,21] = 15,090, p < 
.001) and showed an increase in variability over time in themes deal-
ing with climate change (β = .647, p < .001). 
 
 
Discussion 
 

This study aimed to map the themes characterizing the Italian pub-
lic discourse on climate change from 2011 to nowadays. Specifically, 
it was designed to detect the themes adopted by four national newspa-
pers addressing the phenomenon of climate change, to identify the se-
mantic structures underlying the themes, and, finally, to assess themes 
variability from 2011 to 2022. 

The results concerning the issues addressed by newspapers on cli-
mate change revealed four main themes. The first encompassed Cli-
mate variations, characterized by phenomena such as the rise in tem-
peratures, extended periods of drought followed by sporadic episodes 
of intense rainfall, and the occurrence of hurricanes. The second theme 
pertained to international negotiations, involving key events, like the 
United Nations Framework on Climate Change Convention and the 
Paris Agreement. The third theme accounted for the issue of Sustain-
ability, encompassing endeavours focused on seeking energy solu-
tions, and investments, aimed at eradicating reliance on fossil fuels. 
Lastly, the fourth theme concerned the issue of Activism. It focused 
on the active efforts undertaken by individuals to draw attention to the 
issue of climate change amongst the public and policymakers. 

The themes identified highlight a substantial agreement of Italian 
public debate on climate change with that of the international media. 
Specifically, a recurring theme pertaining to the consequences and im-
pact of climate change, referred to as Climatic variations in this study, 
is found to align with findings from other scholarly investigations. Han 
et al. (2017) conducted an extensive content analysis of Chinese news-
papers from 2005 to 2015 and similarly identified a theme focusing on 
the consequences of climate change in terms of its environmental im-
pact. This finding gains further support from the work of Lopera and 
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Moreno (2014), who analyzed the coverage of climate change in the 
Spanish press between 2000 and 2010, as well as Chand (2017), whose 
content analysis specifically explored the newspaper discourse sur-
rounding climate change in the Fiji Islands. In both studies, an evident 
theme was closely related to climatic consequences and impacts. Fur-
thermore, the theme of climatic consequences and impacts was also 
identified in the analysis conducted by Kirilenko and Stepchenkova 
(2012), which examined articles published by the New York Times 
between 1995 and 2010, as well as in the content analysis carried out 
by Keller et al. (2020), focusing on climate change coverage in the 
Indian press from 1997 to 2016. 

The consistency of these findings across diverse geographical con-
texts and different time periods suggests the acknowledgment of wide-
ranging climate change effects as a cross-cultural concern. 

Furthermore, the identification of the international negotiations 
theme in this study aligns with findings from other international inves-
tigations. Kirilenko and Stepchenkova (2012) detected this theme 
through their meticulous analysis of articles that discussed interna-
tional negotiations in the political domain. Such observation shows 
that the discourse surrounding climate change extends beyond its en-
vironmental dimensions to encompass the political sphere of global 
collaboration and decision-making. Furthermore, Keller et al. (2020) 
provided an additional corroboration by finding the presence of the 
same theme in their assessment of climate change coverage in the In-
dian press. The inclusion of the theme of international negotiations 
substantiates the recognition of the pivotal role played by multilateral 
endeavours and international agreements in addressing the global-
scale implications of climate change. 

Moreover, the theme of Sustainability identified in this study aligns 
with the “solutions” theme identified by Lopera and Moreno (2014) 
which emphasizes the exploration of viable approaches to address the 
challenges posed by climate change. 

Notably, unlike the international literature, Italian articles leave 
space for the theme of activism. However, it is possible that this aspect 
may emerge in studies focused on the most recent years, given the in-
ternational demonstrations by activists (e.g., vandalizing artworks in 
museums and public squares) aimed at drawing public and political 
attention to the issue of climate change.  
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To sum up, the presence of overlapping themes concerning climate 
change in the international scientific landscape suggests a prevailing 
global framing of the climate change phenomenon through recurrent 
representations.  

The second objective of this study was to detect the latent organiz-
ing dimensions of climate change issues. The semantic structures that 
emerged were related to the dichotomous opposition between the in-
stitutional and the environmental risks, on one hand, and to the oppo-
sition between the sense of advocacy and the need for ecological tran-
sition on the other hand. As semantic structures ground and shape the 
content of the representation, it can be seen that different themes are 
consistently associated within the semiotic space (i.e., the space where 
the semantic structures intersect). This means that the position of the 
themes represents the instantiation of the semantic structures Institu-
tion-Environmental risks and Advocacy-Transition. Important to note 
is that the identification of the semantic structures, underlying the (me-
dia) representation of climate change allows us to find connections 
between seemingly separate social objects (e.g., international negotia-
tions and the environment). Consequently, the contents of the repre-
sentation of climate change can be recognized as a spatio-temporal 
manifestation of a broader sense-making dynamics that shapes the ex-
perience of the internal and external environment, namely, the image 
that individuals and groups (in this case, newspapers) have of them-
selves and their relationship to the surrounding context. 

Finally, differently from previous cited works, the linear regression 
model allowed us to track the role of time in promoting different ways 
to tackle the climate change issue. Over time there is an increase in the 
focus of climate change according to different thematic contents (i.e., 
themes), and this trend may be a consequence of the general increase 
in media interest in climate-related issues as well as the increased 
awareness of the multifaced nature of the issue (IPCC, 2022). 

In the whole, our data highlight that, on the on hand, the themes 
according to which climate change is tackled by the media are sub-
stantially aligned to those identified in other countries (see Chand, 
2017; Han et al., 2017; Keller et al., 2020; Kirilenko and Stepchen-
kova, 2012; Lopera and Moreno, 2014). Nevertheless, the last 11 years 
have seen the increase of different thematic content related to the cli-
mate change phenomenon reflecting the awareness and the need for a 
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multifaceted understanding (OECD, 2009). Moreover, beyond this 
data-driven interpretation, it could be hypothesized that the greater 
variability of themes reflects, on the one hand, greater interest and de-
mand from readers; on the other hand, greater attention to the issue of 
climate change by newspapers. In both cases, such variability results 
in diverse representations that are able to capture the multifaceted na-
ture of the phenomenon as an attempt to increase social commitment 
toward enacting pro-environmental and resilient behaviors. A future 
test of these interpretive hypotheses would enhance the role of the me-
dia as a preferred medium for increasing the salience of the phenome-
non involved and enhancing individual engagement and agency to-
ward it.  
 
 
Limits and conclusion  
 

First of all, this study focuses only on the Italian context; moreover, 
the low number of newspapers under analysis and the lack of compar-
ison to the international newspapers in the same time span mark the 
poor generalizability of this exploratory study. Future research should 
address such limitations conducting cross-national comparative stud-
ies within the framework of SCPT, which would help to identify and 
understand potential variations in climate change representations 
across different countries and cultures. As was underlined in the intro-
duction of this paper, individual meaning-making is embodied in the 
cultural practices within a certain social group. Thus, further cross-
cultural studies within SCPT framework could contribute to a more 
nuanced understanding of how societal factors shape climate change 
perceptions and responses. For example, it would be interesting to in-
vestigate the relation between activism and theme variability in differ-
ent cultures, as well as the relationship between theme variability and 
socio-economic factors. Additionally, including a broader range of 
newspapers in future research would provide a more comprehensive 
overview of climate change communication. Finally, future research 
should consider the influence of political orientation on climate 
change communication in order to verify whether different political 
orientations translate into different communicative models. 

Nevertheless, this study is relevant both in the theoretical and 
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intervention perspectives. At the theoretical level, the study makes a 
contribution to the analysis of the relationship between narrative con-
tent and the organizing principles (i.e., semantic structures) of social 
meaning-making processes (Salvatore & Venuleo, 2013).  

At the empirical level, the ability to identify differences in the 
themes of climate change representation in newspapers and to track 
their evolution over time provides a deeper understanding of how cli-
mate change is represented in the media, capturing changes in narra-
tives and identifying emerging themes. By examining the dynamic na-
ture of these themes, a better understanding can be gained of the evo-
lution of societal perceptions, attitudes and responses to climate 
change.  

Moreover, at the applicative level, mapping and monitoring how 
climate change is narrated in the media can have practical implications 
in terms of promoting new or different narratives on the phenomenon 
at stake able to promote pro-environmental and resilient behaviors. In 
fact, identifying alternative themes beyond the dominant narratives 
provides opportunities to introduce different perspectives, emphasize 
the urgency of action, and encourage sustainable behaviors. Moreover, 
comprehensive mapping and monitoring about climate change com-
munication could enable the design of targeted interventions that ad-
dress specific issues and involve different social groups. This ap-
proach can promote pro-environmental attitudes, facilitate informed 
decision making, and foster resilient behaviors in the face of climate 
challenges.  

In the final analysis, it could be argued that the issue of climate 
change is a matter of clinical psychology in light of its commitment 
toward the promotion of the psychosocial resources to sustain a com-
plex socio-cognitive task that should be considered a strategic aim of 
institutional action, on a par with that of economic, infrastructural, and 
institutional resources.  
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Abstract 

Salvatore et al. (2022) have contributed a most important commentary 
about how patients and the profession of Clinical Psychology are at consid-
erable risk as the trend towards specialization has meant that even core con-
structs in our field are not universally endorsed. A science without funda-
mental agreement about foundational concepts is at great risk. They go on to 
make several salient suggestions to facilitate addressing this substantial 
problem. In this commentary, the author strongly agrees with their concern 
and applauds their suggested next steps towards a resolution. He argues that 
all scientific pursuits benefit from both theory and research that has a broad 
focus as well as a very specialized focus. Advances in cell biology, for ex-
ample have created a new and vital field of gene editing. The difficulty is 
when health care provider psychologists can no longer have dialogues about 
shared and overlapping theory and practice. Examples of collaborative work 
in World War II technology research and in the development of Chaos The-
ory are cited, as well as the philosopher Stephen Pepper’s argument about 
the role of root hypotheses. He proposes beginning a process of an interna-
tional working group to assist in this effort to reunify our field. He also cau-
tions and specifies the significant obstacles to this endeavor. 
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Salvatore and colleagues (2022) have contributed a most important 
and thoughtful argument on the costly compartmentalization and lack 
of unity in professional psychology. The paper is an urgent call to ac-
tion to re-claim the science and practice of psychology. In the paper, 
there is a strong argument that Clinical Psychology, as a discipline, 
suffers due to the development of several silos across the decades. 
They propose that we are approaching a Tower of Babel situation 
which serves our profession and our patients poorly. This lack of unity 
has meant a loss of a consensual, or at least a substantially shared set 
of foundational concepts and road maps. One could ask if, indeed there 
ever was a golden age with a unitary endorsed meta-model. I will share 
my position at the outset and then present my arguments. I strongly 
agree with Salvatore and his co-authors that our field and our patients 
deserve clinical care that is based on a science with agreed upon foun-
dational concepts and constructs. I would wish that we would all agree 
that this is a vital goal. As I will discuss, however, this goal, even with 
the thoughtful facilitation and guidance of Salvatore and colleagues, 
will remain elusive and aspirational as the current politics and view-
points in our discipline do not suggest that this rapprochement be-
tween the different schools of thought and paradigms will occur. 

This is not, however, akin to a collegiate debate in which one side 
wins. There is not a single correct answer or resolution to the question 
posed and explored in this paper. Both deep and narrow study and re-
search, and broad attempts to arrive at a unified map have their place 
and their contributions. We recognize the benefit when scientists have 
a highly specific area of study. For example, advances in immunother-
apy in the effective treatment of some cancers, were due to the narrow 
exploration of cell biologists and oncologists (Mutherjee, 2022). We 
are grateful to Nobel laureate chemists Doudna and Charpentier for 
their dogged and hyper-focused research contributions on genome ed-
iting. There are, however, substantial costs, as well, to the tunnel vi-
sion that is required for these achievements. Researchers, unchal-
lenged by colleagues in different disciplines, will possibly stall in their 
work as they cannot move behind their single paradigm with its set of 
assumptions. They will be unduly tempted to try to fit an unexplained 
finding under the tent of their model; rather than ferret out what this 
finding may signify. We would, of course, apply Kuhn’s work on par-
adigms here as a underpinning for this argument (Kuhn, 1966). We 
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see repeatedly, that when scientists and theorists are put in circum-
stances where they explore phenomenon together, the new synergies 
often lead to innovation and new understanding. 

This was well illustrated at the Massachusetts Institute of Technol-
ogy during World War II. Temporary buildings were erected. Scien-
tists from varying disciplines were provided desks together to develop 
new technology for the war effort. At the real and metaphorical water 
coolers, researchers, whom typically did not encounter each other, be-
gan discussions which lead to collaborations and innovations. This un-
intentional “mixing” produced remarkable results (Burchard, J. 1948). 
In the 1980’s, science journalist, James Gleick, wrote a best-selling 
book on the emergent field of Chaos Theory. In chapter after chapter, 
he was able to show how, when intractable challenges were ap-
proached by scientists with divergent training, new ways of thinking 
and perceiving arose and refractory problems were solved (Gleick, 
1987). Thus, there are clear benefits to both the disciplined narrow 
focus and the broad, cross-disciplinary collaboration. 

The problem in Clinical Psychology is that we, too often, are sadly 
even proud that we are not proficient or have even an introductory un-
derstanding of new models, theories and empirical findings in psychol-
ogy areas that are adjacent or distant to our own. We can observe in our 
colleagues who are scholars and practitioners of psychodynamic psy-
chotherapy or of neuropsychology, for example, the following phenom-
enon. Their dedication to their sub-field may often translates to a lack 
of professional knowledge or proficiency in emerging constructs like 
Motivational Interviewing, the Trans-theoretical model, new models of 
suicide prevention or a grasp of non-psychodynamic interventions for 
the treatment of major depression. There should not be an expectation 
that clinical psychologists possess so much breadth and depth that they 
are up to date on visual perception research or the newest models for the 
development of Alzheimer’s Disease, if these are not their areas. We 
should, however, expect that foundational constructs in psychopathol-
ogy, human development, human motivation, family systems and large 
systems functioning etc. should be the same road map or at least a very 
similar road map with some asterisks and overlays. 

Stephen Pepper in 1942 described world hypotheses (Pepper, 
1942). These are models from our world that are proposed to provide 
a paradigm or as he named it a root hypothesis for understanding our 
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entire world. For example, the machine became the paradigm (Mech-
anistic Paradigm) to understand how the world works and thus we had 
the lengthy era with this as the dominant paradigm. With a smaller 
focus, the early work on the development of the computer and its sys-
tems theory, as well as ecology theory in biology, became the root met-
aphors for a model for Family Systems. The cell is now a strong candi-
date as a model for our time. Pepper labeled this the Organismic Para-
digm. To be clear, however, one could suggest that perhaps the world is 
like a tomato with its smooth, continuous outer skin and its chambers 
within. This model could be tried out and we would soon find its limi-
tations. Each of these paradigms, however, has an agreed upon set of 
constructs, definitions, developmental models and internal logic. 

If it is the case that psychologist A in Rome, psychologist B in Sin-
gapore and psychologist C in Los Angeles do not agree on seven or ten 
of a dozen key ideas and models in our field, then the discipline has a 
dramatic problem. There is not uniformity in medicine. An individual 
suffering from lower back pain may go to a number of medical special-
ists in orthopedics, neurology, brain surgery, pain management and 
physiatry and receive contradictory recommendations. Nonetheless, as 
medical health care consumers, we have a basic trust that with a given 
set of symptoms, the assessment and treatment plan would most often 
be more similar than not, and certainly based on the same foundational 
assumptions and empirical support. If as Salvatore and co-authors assert 
that this is not the case, then their call to action needs to be heeded.  

Salvatore, Ando’ and colleagues (2022) propose an incisive cri-
tique of why compartmentalization has a high cost and impedes the 
transversality of psychological science. They propose three ap-
proaches, drawing from the literature, that may well be effective uni-
fying strategies. These include the «search for an ultimate explana-
tion», «the progressive extension of specific theories» and the «build-
ing of a metatheoretical framework… to match the conceptual connec-
tions among short theories» (Salvatore et al., 2022, p. 6). Each of their 
proposed strategies are sound recommendations and require our seri-
ous response to their call to action. They provide a road map to how 
to work towards a new paradigm for psychology.  

There are additional obstacles that must be addressed to bring us all 
to the table to assume this imposing, but essential task. To begin with, 
the history of our field was one in which the theoreticians were the 
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original power brokers. Freud and his followers built their theory from 
clinical observation, but with little or no empirical testing. The behav-
iorists in the United States, in contrast, built their model from careful 
research and a reliance on empiricism. Both models, however, became 
paradigms and closed systems. A graduate student needed to explore 
these two competing models and then literally join the church of their 
choice. The discussions between these opposing models were often 
limited, contentious and not respectful. There was a lack of curiosity 
about why and how these competing models work and explained the 
phenomena under study. The argument proposed is that this was an 
era of theory as ascendant.  

We are now in an era of the reverence for empirical findings, with 
reticence about the value of over-arching foundational theories. In this 
Hegelian struggle, Salvatore, Ando’ and colleagues (2022) are calling 
for a synthesis and a resolution that respects and requires empirical 
testing and validation, but is also based upon a consensual paradigm 
for the human condition. There is a sociological challenge to be ad-
dressed for this call for unity to be responded to. Akin to the bitter 
political divides in the United States, Italy, France, Brazil and many 
other nations, in which warring parties are indeed warring; we have to 
create a path in which curiosity, humility and respect replace name 
calling and skepticism about the positions of the opposing camps. 

The tripartite action steps proposed in the Salvatore article can and 
should be implemented. In addition, the formal appointment of on-go-
ing working groups in the professional psychology associations in 
many countries could begin the long and arduous journey towards a 
unified model for clinical psychology. While there may be a strong 
endorsement of this call for a unified platform for our field, early dis-
cussions will include an insistence of which diverse models must be 
foundational. One group might argue that an evolutionary model is 
essential, while another, in this century of the brain, call for the cen-
trality of neuroscience. Salvatore et al., 2022 point to efforts by Hen-
riques, Sternberg (2004) and Melchert (2013) as good starting points. 
The Engel’s biopsychosocial model and other systemic perspective 
might also be recognized as useful organizing perspectives (Engel, 
1977). The marketplace of models will require patience and mutual 
respect. This work should have an international template for what con-
cepts need to be addressed and with a plan for one or more 
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international forums in order to create a new international paradigm 
for psychology. These bodies should also create a road map for how 
and under what conditions, the paradigm can and should evolve and 
be updated. Should, for example, an international body meet every 
three or five years? We appreciate that in the beginning of such an 
initiative, there will be much flag waving. For example: There is no 
model without an evolutionary biology foundation or a systems model 
or psychodynamic model. This hopefully will be replaced by much 
more basic inquiries into what is development, or attachment, or psy-
chopathology. This proposed concrete proposal may be naïve and as-
pirational. It would, however, be a great contribution to our discipline 
and to our clinical population. As Salvatore and associates insist, fun-
damental to this effort will be a constant awareness of the role of the 
human in their ecology and in their socio-cultural surround. We are 
indebted to Salvatore and co-authors for this seminal contribution and 
fervently hope that it will spur on new resolve and a fresh initiative. 
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Abstract 

Salvatore and colleagues wrote a brilliant Target Article (2022) in this 
journal on the state of Italian psychology and recommendations for change. 
In this contribution, we look at the failure of Italian psychology to address 
the suffering of the affected population of the central italian earthquake in 
Norcia in 2016. The Italian National Trauma Center centered in Orvieto, 
Umbria has been on the ground assisting local health care practitioners in 
caring for the mental health impact of the earthquake and the COVID pan-
demic lockdown. Absent Italian psychologists walk hand in hand with a po-
litical system that has had limited response to the mental health needs of 
earthquake survivors. Lessons learned from the historic revolution in Italian 
Psychiatry led by Professor Franco Basaglia are presented to help understand 
the current reality in Norcia. Many of the barriers to mental health reform 
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that existed for Basaglia and his colleagues still exist today. This contribution 
strongly supports Salvatore and colleagues’ recommendations for the trans-
formation of Italian psychology. 
 
Keywords: Italian psychology, Norcia, earthquake, italian psychiatric re-
form. 

 
 The brilliant commentary by Sergio Salvatore and colleagues 

(2022) offers many possible explanations why modern Italian psychol-
ogy (and psychiatry as well) failed to adequately respond to the suf-
fering of the Italian community after a severe earthquake in Norcia, 
Italy in 2016, followed by the COVID-19 pandemic lockdown. The 
Italian National Trauma Center (INTC) and its American partner, the 
Harvard Program in Refugee Trauma (HPRT), have been on location 
in Norcia and in the field attempting to modestly fill this gap in mental 
health care in Norcia, Cascia, and surrounding villages and towns. The 
Commentary by Salvatore et al. is a “look behind the curtain” that can 
possibly explain the almost total lack of Italian psychologists and psy-
chiatrists serving the central italian earthquake zone. While the suffer-
ing of the affected population is great, the lack of professional mental 
health involvement is an enigma. The compartmentalization of mod-
ern Italian psychology, termed siloing in America, could represent a 
major causal factor. 

 The siloing of modern Italian psychology into professional models 
and practices can generate a fragmented reality incapable of elucidat-
ing and responding to the mental health needs of a community follow-
ing a disaster. As Salvatore et al. state, this compartmentalization or 
siloing has led to an inability of psychology as a profession and psy-
chologists as practitioners to readily apply their highly specific ap-
proaches to earthquake survivors. This advanced specialization weak-
ens psychology’s social image as well as its impact on Italian society. 
The absent psychologist walks hand in hand with the Italian political 
system that chooses to ignore human suffering in an entire region and 
its population. As Salvatore et al. acknowledge, modern Italian psy-
chologists are unable to reach out from their professional niches to 
solve the great challenges facing the world today, such as war in 
Ukraine, mass migration, climate change, ecocide, pandemics, and 
natural disasters. 
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 The philosophical solutions offered by Salvatore and colleagues 
will not be addressed in this reflection. Instead, this commentary will 
bring forward the brilliant insights of the late Professor Franco Basa-
glia and the Italian revolution in psychiatry from decades ago. The first 
author (RFM) had the privilege of meeting Dr. Basaglia in the 1980s 
at La Sapienza, Rome. Because of his follow up to Hollingshead and 
Redlich’s Social Class and Mental Illness (1958) as a young psychia-
trist, Dr. Mollica was invited by Dr. Raffaello Misiti, Director of CNR, 
Rome, to help evaluate the impact of the Italian psychiatric reform and 
the law passed to close all Italian mental hospitals, Public Law 180. 
This evaluation was published in a collection of essays by Basaglia, 
his acolytes, and critics in the International Journal of Mental Health 
in 1985, entitled “The Unfinished Revolution in Italian Psychiatry: An 
International Perspective” (Mollica, 1985a).  

 The social, political, and cultural insights of the psychiatric reform 
movement, Psichiatria Democratica, spawned in Gorizia in the 1960s 
and formalized by Public Law 180, aimed to bring about psychiatric 
reform at all levels of society, from the governmental to the interper-
sonal. The Basaglia revolution resulted in the closing of the mental 
hospitals and implemented a new approach to the psychiatric care of 
the seriously mentally ill. This reform was a major human rights 
movement that was endorsed by psychiatric professionals, students, 
politicians, and the general public. Salvatore and colleagues may not 
be advocating a revolution as dramatic as the Italian psychiatric re-
form, but the latter can provide a roadmap for breaking down the silos 
and bringing psychologists and a newly derived theory of human suf-
fering and professional practice into Italian communities such as Nor-
cia.  

Norcia: The central italian earthquake zone 

 The seismic events in Central Italy of 2016 and 2017, defined by 
the Italian National Institute of Geophysics and Volcanology (INGV) 
as the Amatrice-Norcia-Visso seismic sequence, began in August 
2016 with epicenters located between the upper Tronto Valley, the 
Monti Sibillini, Monti of the Laga and Monti of the Alto Aterno. On 
October 30, 2016, the strongest quake was recorded, with a magnitude 
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of 7.6 and epicenter between Norcia and Preci (PG). On January 18, 
2017, a new sequence of four strong tremors of magnitude greater than 
5 took place, with the epicenters located between L’Aquila and Mon-
tereale, Capitignano, and Cagnano Amiterno. This combination of 
events resulted in approximately 41,000 displaced persons, 388 in-
jured, and 303 dead. Most of the population were displaced from their 
homes, workplaces, places of worship and community meeting sites. 

 As expected, the impact on the health of the population was very 
significant; experiences of discouragement and lack of hope were very 
common. The consequences for mental health of mass traumatic and 
catastrophic events (particularly in areas with high exposure) are well 
known and documented internationally. The scientific literature re-
ports that in the months following this type of disaster, 25% of adults 
and 30% of children have mild to moderate mental health problems 
and 5% of adults and 10% of children have severe mental health prob-
lems. Scientific data reveal the possibility that such difficulties be-
come chronic and characterized by high prevalence if not treated. The 
most vulnerable groups are children, the elderly, and individuals with 
previous pathologies. Anxiety, depression, and post-traumatic stress 
disorder (PTSD) are common (Schoenbaum et al., 2009). 

 The COVID-19 health emergency, which hit Italy and the world in 
2020, inevitably represented an additional risk factor, further com-
pounding the sense of insecurity in the population already traumatized 
by the earthquakes. There is a risk of an increase in the suicide rate 
due to trauma with subsequent economic complications and unem-
ployment. Risk is greater in the most disadvantaged classes where the 
ability to meet basic needs is hindered due to loss of work. Recently 
the alarm was raised by Italian psychiatrists at the International Con-
ference on issues related to suicide, organized by Sapienza University 
of Rome on the World Day for the Prevention of Suicide in September 
2020. The data showed that in Italy, from March to September 2020, 
there were 71 cases of suicide compared to 44 in the same period in 
2019, an increase of over 60%. Particular attention should also be paid 
to the elderly who, as is well known, can die in the absence of specific 
medical reasons in relation to the sense of despair and impotence 
(“giving in-giving up syndrome”).  
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The Italian National Trauma Center (INTC) and the Harvard 
Program in Refugee Trauma (HPRT) mental health assistance 
 

 The INTC-Harvard Team, composed of Italian and American psy-
chiatrists, psychologists, and general medical doctors, is deeply com-
mitted to assisting the communities affected by the earthquakes in cen-
tral Italy. Following an invitation to provide assistance for the conse-
quences associated with earthquakes, HPRT and its partner organiza-
tion INTC, which is supported by the National Italian American Foun-
dation (NIAF), have developed several projects aimed at protecting 
physical and mental health.  

 The projects focused on the diagnosis and treatment of mental 
health problems as a consequence of the traumatic experience. Col-
laboration with local general practitioners in the affected areas was 
initiated to better understand the emotional and psychosocial needs 
of the impacted population, including the consequences related to 
loss of loved ones, displacement of the population, and loss of jobs 
and homes. Training events and supervision activities were orga-
nized in partnership with local medical and educational leaders to 
insure local cultural and language issues were understood by the 
HPRT and INTC teams. Specific scientific assessment tools were 
provided and culturally adapted to the local population. HPRT and 
INTC made an historic contribution to Norcia by building a school 
wing for students and auditorium for the community. All activities 
were planned considering the cultural norms and specific needs of 
the population. This culturally adapted approach was utilized in all 
planned assistance projects. 
 
 
Psychiatric consequences of disasters in Italy: Need for a mental 
health action plan 
 

Chierzi and colleagues (2014) have provided an early review of the 
psychiatric consequences of national disasters in Italy. They conclude 
their research findings by stating: 

 
Based on the results of our review and on previous international experi-

ences of the Harvard Program in Refugee Trauma (HPRT) in managing 
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mental health care in complex emergencies, we believe that a cross-cultural 
valid action plan may be useful to manage the post-disaster mental health 
consequences in Italy (2014, p. 101). 
 

Twelve years later, it is notable that a comprehensive mental health 
action plan still does not exist in Italy and is absent for the Norcia 
earthquake community. 
 
 
The current health/mental health care environment in Norcia 
 

 There are currently 8 general practitioners and 17 nurses in Norcia 
and 24 nurses in Cascia providing health care. One full-time and 2 
part-time psychologists and 3 social workers provide mental health 
care and care management. A psychiatrist enters the community for 
psychiatric consultation two full days a month in Norcia and Cascia, 
respectively. The health care staff are untrained in mental health in the 
context of disaster relief. The publicly funded health care administra-
tion has offered no mental health training or additional mental health 
support. Mental health crises have to be transferred to the general hos-
pital in Spoleto, which is an hour away. The INTC-Harvard team has 
tried to partially fill this mental health gap by offering trainings and 
on-site counseling and consultation services. 
 
 
Resisting reform: Acknowledging the effects of good psychol-
ogy/bad psychology 

 
 In the Sala de Nove of the Palazzo Público in Siena is a marvelous 

series of frescoes by Ambrogio Lorenzetti entitled The Effects of Good 
Government and Bad Government. These 14th century masterpieces 
were commissioned by the city Guelf leaders to celebrate its political 
credo that justice and the subordination of private interests to the com-
mon good cause all human social activities to flourish. Good Govern-
ment, painted in the well-lit section of the room, expresses the delights 
of city and country life when administered by a good government; Bad 
Government, appropriately painted on the dark side of the room, re-
veals a city of violence and crumbling buildings, and a sinister, 
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desolate countryside. Lorenzetti’s images are a physical portrayal of 
human social ideals (or lack thereof).  

 The Italian psychiatric reformers had the horrible images of the 
American psychiatric asylums of Jerry Cooke in the 1940s and Carla 
Cerati’s photographs of the Italian mental hospitals in the 1960s as a 
backdrop (Mollica, 1985b, p. 1). The images of devastation caused by 
the earthquake in Norcia and those of earthquake survivors living in 
little metal boxes would certainly complement the early asylum pho-
tographs. If these images reveal the realities of bad mental health, what 
would images of good mental health look like? Salvatore and col-
leagues provide answers to the question of why the great advances in 
modern psychiatry have not provided “useful” mental health care for 
the earthquake survivors. What factors have caused Italian psycholo-
gists to abandon their interest in serving earthquake-stricken commu-
nities? The Italian psychiatric reformers provide some challenging an-
swers to these two questions. 

 
 
The intellectual contributions of Antonio Gramsci 

 
 At this point it may be helpful to consider the brilliant historical 

and intellectual contributions of Italy’s leading political theorist and 
revolutionary thinker, Antonio Gramsci. While the Italian psychiatric 
reformers were heavily influenced by Gramsci’s writings and ideas 
(Mollica, 1985c), our current generation of psychiatrists and psycholo-
gists rarely reference his work.  

 Gramsci’s concept of cultural hegemony may still be relevant as a 
theoretical background to the ideas put forth by Salvatore and col-
leagues on the current state of Italian psychology. Gramsci’s concept 
of hegemony moved away from Marxist economic reductionism be-
cause he saw that the latter could not explain why individuals within 
society often agreed with social values and behaviors and participated 
in activities not in their own best interests. Gramsci saw, however, that 
racism and the mental hospital were not linked solely to economic pro-
duction. Gramsci sought a more inclusive explanation, which he 
termed hegemony. According to Gramsci, 
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Hegemony is the “spontaneous” consent given by the great masses of the 
population to the general direction imposed on social life by the dominant 
fundamental group. This consent is historically caused by the prestige (and 
consequent confidence) which the dominant group enjoys because of its po-
sition and function in the world of production (Mollica, 1985c, p. 12). 

 
 Hegemony is more than a society’s social consensus. In those his-

torically based practices which the French philosopher M. Foucault 
referred to as “articulations” or “discursive practices,” embedded 
within language, laws, cultural beliefs and behaviors, the media and 
all instruments of society reveal the meanings and values society as-
signs to individuals and institutions (Mollica, 1985d). According to 
Gramsci, while hegemony is inclined towards the best interests of the 
general population, it often offers only passive reforms that frequently 
give way to the corporate demands of the ruling class, without attempt-
ing in a radical way to re-structure society and eliminate the root 
causes of human misery. The Italian psychiatric reformers identified 
these hegemonic contradictions that maintained the abysmal condi-
tions of the Italian asylum. Perhaps their insight can shed light on the 
almost total lack of mental health care for the survivors of the central 
Italy earthquake. The revolutionary insight of the Italian psychiatric 
reformers may also illuminate the current state of modern psychology 
addressed by Salvatore and colleagues. The discourse of Franco Basa-
glia and his followers provide lessons learned on why modern psy-
chology has failed the Italian earthquake community. Those lessons 
offer insight into the current discursive formation of Italian psychol-
ogy that has led to its extreme compartmentalization and its current 
inability as a profession to address the great challenges of the day ex-
perienced in real time by Italian society and its local communities. 
 
 
Lessons learned from the italian psychiatric reform 
 
Italy’s aborted psychiatric reform 
  

The 1978 reform law prohibited any new admissions to Italian asy-
lums; no new patients were to have contact with their old mental hos-
pital. The current asylum patients were to be discharged to 
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government-funded rehabilitation centers and halfway houses; psychi-
atric treatment was to take place in the general hospitals; the problems 
of mental illness were to be addressed within the community. A new 
way of thinking, which was a complete change in the discipline of 
psychiatry, was that medical treatment was only a small part of the 
care of persons suffering from serious mental illness. The Italian re-
formers believed that the mentally ill patient had no need of being hos-
pitalized in the asylum where they received the “second wound” of 
chronification and regression that was worse than the initiating mental 
health problem. The reformers believed the person suffering from 
mental illness had no need of a hospital bed, but instead needed a pro-
tected place in the community where they could recover by re-estab-
lishing their equilibrium with the world, secure from violence, repres-
sion, stigma, and marginalization. But as Senator Franca Basaglia 
(wife of Professor Franco Basaglia) publicly stated: 
 

From the moment the law was passed, the greatest obstacles to its imple-
mentation were created by those who should have been applying it: the gov-
ernment, which was in no hurry to provide the suitable tools….the Italian 
regional administrations, which neglected to establish any guidelines for care 
in local facilities; local administrators who, whether unable to act or outright 
unwilling to do so, let time slip by in the expectation or hope of repeal or 
amendment; and even the caregivers themselves, since to move from a van-
guard atmosphere such as that which led to the reform to a generalization of 
experiences meant having to work with doctors and paramedical personnel 
who had little incentive to change (Basaglia, 1985, p. 11). 

 
 Senator Franca Basaglia’s analysis of the government’s failure can 

apply today to the enormous bureaucracy that paralyzes all aspects of 
recovery in the central italian earthquake zone. The reconstruction of 
Norcia and the movement of earthquake survivors out of temporary 
shelters is moving at a snail’s pace. Unfortunately, the tragedy of the 
COVID-19 pandemic contributed to this problem. In contrast to Sen-
ator Basaglia’s comments on doctors resistant to change, the INTC-
Harvard team has found extraordinary support for mental health care 
of local survivors among nurses and doctors remaining in this commu-
nity. The interest of the local medical community and its leadership in 
mental health care for earthquake survivors has been overwhelming 
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and very positive. The local health care providers, with the assistance 
of INTC-Harvard, are trying to address a huge mental health crisis 
with the aid of very few Italian psychologists and psychiatrists.  
 
 
Private practice 
 

 The Italian psychiatric reform was responsible for increasing the 
number of psychiatric professionals (psychiatrists, psychologists, 
nurses, and social workers) in the public service by over 300% (from 
6203 in 1979 to 16,780 in 1980) (Mollica, 1985c). But in spite of this 
increase in public service, many were shifting to private practice. Lack 
of government funding and lack of policy initiatives for caring for 
earthquake/disaster survivors, the difficulties of the clinical cases, and 
the stress of working in resource-poor environments are most likely 
drawing psychologists into private practice. No doubt the greater pay, 
power, and prestige of private practice tempts even the most devoted 
and idealistic psychologists and psychiatrists to remain comfortably in 
their compartmentalized silos. The INTC-Harvard team can find few 
incentives for psychologists to practice in Norcia. Fortunately, the 
team has found idealistic, socially committed psychologists willing 
and excited to work with modest pay but with excellent supervision 
and support. In contrast, in Italian private practice, peer supervision 
and academic support are often lacking. Yet supervision and academic 
support are key to integrating psychiatrists and psychologists into 
challenging professional situations. In Norcia, the prospect of lavoro 
di squadra, teamwork, has attracted mental health professionals to 
leave their siloed private practice. 
 
 
Psychiatry and reality 
 

 The Italian psychiatric reformer Luciano Carrino, in his brilliant 
analysis, offers profound insights into the current Norcia context (Car-
rino, 1985). As he states, “the fact that some aspects of the patient’s 
illness improve if an intervention is made in his environment has never 
led us [the reformers] to adopt a disingenuous and simplistic idea that 
all illnesses are engendered directly by society.” Carrino goes on to 
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state the importance of incorporating reality into mental health care. 
The mental health clinician needs to understand the impact of the pa-
tient’s real life on their suffering and to intervene in changing these 
conditions for the betterment of the patient. He states that impacting 
on reality has two basic dimensions: 1) transformation and adaptation 
of the health establishment to the needs of the patient; 2) entering into 
the reality of the community by helping it develop its potential to help 
community members cope with their living problems. Carrino spells 
out the recipe used by the INTC-Harvard team’s successful engage-
ment in the earthquake zone at the very beginning of the crisis, by 
entering into and adapting to the reality of the earthquake community 
before and during the COVID-19 pandemic. Carrino and colleagues 
would be happy with the new emphasis in America on assessing the 
patient’s social determinants of health. The social status of a patient 
(housing, food, utilities, transportation) has been determined to have 
an enormous impact on health and mental health, especially during a 
crisis such as an earthquake or a pandemic. 

 Carrino also warns us from his experience with reform that private 
practice and the other aspects of siloing can leave many patients out 
of the selection process for treatment. The patient’s tendencies to iso-
late and avoid medical assistance contribute to this neglect. As he 
states, 
 

Who has not observed that often in psychiatry, the more serious the prob-
lem, the less likely is treatment to be sought? A great many people who are 
in quite obvious distress are unable to express (often even to conceptualize) 
the need for help, or do so in their own way, which then escapes the notice 
of others. I am referring to the hundreds of the elderly, the children, and other 
people in asylums, the seriously handicapped, the poor, the immigrant – in 
sum, the thousands of isolated, excluded, and marginal people who testify, 
day in and day out, to the success of our model for the development of psy-
chiatric care. These are people whose distress is noticed only when “emer-
gency situations” are created (Carrino, 1985, p. 116). 

 
Carrino provides amazing insights into our INTC-Harvard experi-

ence, where there was initially enormous interest in mental health 
training by the Italian Red Cross, the Protezione Civile, and the re-
sponding nongovernment organizations. Interest died off after the 
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crisis phase. Seven years after the earthquake and the COVID-19 pan-
demic lockdown, the earthquake survivors themselves, who are in a 
state of isolation and depression, are unable to express openly their 
physical and emotional suffering. This suffering manifests itself in 
their physical complaints brought to the offices of the Norcia general 
practitioners and nurses.  

 Psychiatry and psychology also represent a social experience of sci-
entific practice. The INTC-Harvard team has learned the lesson that 
the team must engage in the social life of the earthquake community. 
The team must have good relationships with the people of Norcia. 
Without this engagement, the suffering of the people cannot be heard 
and given a response. As Salvatore and colleagues state, the psycholo-
gists locked within their scientific compartments cannot hear and are 
not able to listen to the voice of the people who are in the greatest need 
of their psychological expertise. 
 
 
Conclusion 
 

 The authors of this review have tied their experience in the central 
italian earthquake zone of the past seven years to the historic Italian 
psychiatric reform. This interpretation was attempted as a response to 
the Target Article of Salvatore and colleagues (2022). Their brilliant 
philosophical analysis of the current crisis in Italian psychology and 
the lack of progress of psychology has much to admire as a valued 
perspective. They discuss three metaphysical approaches to the unifi-
cation of a fractured and compartmentalized field. Our experience in 
the earthquake zone reveals the impact of this compartmentalization, 
that is, psychologists (and psychiatrists) are essentially absent from 
one of the largest geographical communities suffering in Italy today. 
As the Italian psychiatric reformers stated emphatically, mental health 
is not just a scientific discipline, it is also a social practice.  

 Many of the barriers to mental health reform that existed for Basa-
glia and his colleagues still exist today. Unfortunately, as Salvatore et 
al. note, the compartmentalized psychologist has retreated from over-
coming these barriers in order to care for those in society in need of 
their specialized expertise. It is hoped that Salvatore et al.’s approach 
to unification will bring psychologists out of their silos so that they 

Copyright © FrancoAngeli 
This work is released under Creative Commons Attribution - Non-Commercial – 

No Derivatives License. For terms and conditions of usage 
please see: http://creativecommons.org 



 

Rivista di Psicologia Clinica (ISSNe 1828-9363), n. 1/2023 115 

can address together the great problems facing our global community, 
including natural disasters, war, climate change, the refugee and im-
migration crisis, and ecocide (the destruction of the natural world, in-
cluding a massive extinction of plants and animals). This may be too 
much to ask of one mental health profession. Yet the time has come 
for new inspiration arising from a re-evaluation and deeper apprecia-
tion of the historic Italian psychiatric reform. 
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