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abstract

Nowadays, information and communication tech-
nologies (ICT) are being used in the mental health 
field to improve the quality of the services provided. 
Several studies refer both advantages and disad-
vantages for these practices. E-therapy appears as 
a new way to help people in their life and existing 
relationships, and there is proven evidence that on-
line therapy helps, for instance, to reduce depression 
symptoms. It is also seen as a complement of the 
technological and traditional techniques, to improve 
the effectiveness and efficiency of the therapeutic 
process. As a matter of fact, some people tend to be 
more comfortable with the computer than in face-
to-face therapy. Besides patients and physicians, 
other direct players could be found in this domain, 
namely, families and caregivers. All players will be 
directly affected by the use of existing services and 
thus, a correct assessment of the effectiveness of 
e-therapy solutions and studies is required. eSchi 

is a multimedia portal that enables an e-therapy 
setting for schizophrenia patients. Currently under 
development, the system is described and future 
trends in the area are depicted. 

IntroductIon

E-Therapy is a new concept that has been receiving 
growing attention both by the scientific community 
and by the general public.

World governments are reassessing their health 
funding system to increase mental health assistance, 
since, more than ever, it is regarded as the key 
question to a healthier population. On the other 
hand, emerging information and communication 
technologies (ICT) are being reinforced to bridge the 
info-technology divide that still currently exists.

Therefore, the most obvious step to take is pro-
vide mental health services via emerging ICT, as 
already happens for some general health services. 
E-Therapy is the establishment of a therapeutic 
session using ICT. This concept allows a patient DOI: 10.4018/978-1-61520-670-4.ch042
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and a therapist to access distinct activities, avail-
able online, and engage in a therapeutic session 
with a slightly distinct contour from the one in a 
traditional practice setting.

In this chapter the authors aim to provide a 
consistent summary of the existing literature on 
e-Therapy, presenting the major players implicated 
and chief advantages and shortcomings. The au-
thors propose a list of items that will enable the 
effectiveness assessment of this type of service; 
followed by a set of guidelines for the design, 
implementation and deployment of an effective 
e-Therapy service. eSchi is an e-Therapy tool, 
currently under development, that is presented 
as a case study and analyzed according to the ef-
fectiveness assessment items proposed. Finally the 
authors present future trends in the provisioning 
of e-Therapy services.

bacKground

E-health, or electronic health, describes the pro-
vision of health services over a wide range of 
electronic amenities, like electronic health records 
or health information networks. According to Le 
(Le, 2007) this term covers two large areas: health 
informatics – related to applications and databases 
that can record data to conduct analysis and to 
provide support to health care; and telehealth – 
related to the delivery of health information or 
care to a recipient, e.g. videoconferencing.

Telehealth, also known as telemedicine, means 
medicine at a distance and thus it’s not a new 
concept. Guler (Guler & Ubeyli, 2002) refers the 
use of the analogue telephone to transmit electro-
cardiograms (ECGs) and electroencephalograms 
(EEGs) in the beginning of the twentieth century; 
National Aeronautics and Space Administration 
(NASA) has used remote monitoring of astronauts 
since 1960 (Guler & Ubeyli, 2002) and some 
(Myron & Irene, 2004) state NASA as the pioneer 
in the area. It is difficult to state a specific date 
to the beginning of telemedicine; imperative is to 

refer that new information and communication 
technologies have brought a new breath to this 
concept. Nowadays, telemedicine can be defined 
as the use of ICT to provide medical information 
and services, like health information, assess-
ment, diagnosis, education and other services 
across geographical distance (Guler & Ubeyli, 
2002), (Myron & Irene, 2004), (Castelnuovo, 
Gaggioli, Mantovani, & Riva, 2003). Accord-
ing to this definition it is possible to state that 
the fundamental concepts of telemedicine are 
related to basic principles of telecommunications 
and Internet-working of computer systems: the 
use of communication software, like email and 
web browsers; and forms of telecommunication 
like videoconferencing, remote data monitoring 
and file transfers (Guler & Ubeyli, 2002). ICT 
is changing so fast (Le, 2007) that new products 
and services are becoming available all the time 
(Guler & Ubeyli, 2002).

The application of telemedicine requires the 
integration of new tools (Guler & Ubeyli, 2002) 
so people involved have to go through an ac-
culturation process. This, according to Le (Le, 
2007) “is a process in which people of a different 
cultural and social discourse have adapted to ac-
commodate a new discourse” (p. 1195) and can 
bring positive or negative experiences. To aid the 
acculturation process it is important to train and 
educate people involved. Indeed, they do not have 
to become experts to use telemedicine systems, but 
they must be ready to use them (Guler & Ubeyli, 
2002), (Castelnuovo, Gaggioli, Mantovani, & 
Riva, 2003a), (Kanani & Regehr, 2003).

The health context is quite extensive and ICTs 
have not covered it all, despite the growing effort 
in this direction. The mental health field, despite 
some use of ICT, still has many uncovered fields 
where it is possible to explore the potential of 
these new technologies. In fact, there has been 
a great interest in introducing new technologies 
in this field, usually referred as telepsychiatry 
or e-mental health (D. M. Hilty, Luo, Morache, 
Marcelo, & Nesbitt, 2002), (McGinty, Saeed, 
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