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Online or Face to Face?  Why do counsellors and clients choose to work online?

By Gill Jones

I have worked as a counsellor since 1991 and as an online counsellor since 2001.  After more than seven years of training counsellors to work online and working online as a counsellor myself, I have come to view online counselling not only as a valuable alternative to face to face (f2f) but also to understand some of the reasons why clients and counsellors choose online counselling.  In our book(1) Anne Stokes and I described four main reasons why clients choose to work online.  These were convenience (there were no travel arrangements to make for an online session), flexibility  (particularly when using email for the work), invisibility (making disclosure of difficult issues easier) and having a written record of the work.  However, I was intrigued when an online client recently wrote to me: 


Client:  “I much prefer the online counselling, one of the things I found with the face to face was that I would go for a session & it felt like a can of worms had been opened up, I would have all these thoughts & feelings going round my head & I wouldn't know what to do with them. By the time I went for the next session the following week I had suppressed the thoughts & feelings and put the barriers back up, eventually it just got too draining emotionally & I gave up on it.”
I hadn’t previously heard this reason for choosing online counselling and decided to conduct a small study which looked at the advantages and disadvantages of counselling online when compared to face to face, to see if there were other reasons I hadn’t yet discovered.  In order to find respondents with experience of both working environments, I approached counsellors who were members of an online counselling association, ACTO (2) and posted a short questionnaire (below) on their members forum explaining my study and inviting those who were interested to answer the questions themselves and to invite any clients who had experienced both counselling environments to do the same, promising complete anonymity if I used any of their answers.  


11 people completed the questionnaire (7 counsellors, 4 clients).   All had worked online using written words either in email or live (chat) sessions.  I present my findings below and have grouped the answers into themes using my respondents’ actual words to elaborate and demonstrate the themes that emerged.  

The convenience of online counselling was appreciated by respondents from both groups, particularly freedom from a geographical location. 

· I can take clients from anywhere in the world, no matter where I happen to be living myself
 
· Working at home online removes the anxiety I might have about getting to an office (missing a f2f appointment ... would not be good practice) 
· I live in a rural area so physical distance is always a consideration. In practical terms a one hour f2f session takes two hours when journey time is included.
Online counselling fitted individual lifestyles and online counselling could be fitted more conveniently around family and work life.

· You can do it when best suits you and from the comfort of your own home. 
· ..online counselling is very adaptable and allows me to work while I also have a family to care for.  It means I can choose when to work, I can attend appointments, school events and not miss out.

· I can work in France [as well as UK].
The flexibility of email contact suited both counsellors and clients as they could pause, take breaks, give considered responses and include everything they wanted to cover.

· ..online counselling is something that fits much better into daily life than face to face counselling, as you do not need to find the time or the energy for a long session on a regular basis; the work can be done in short bursts which fit around your own routine.  
· It gives me more time to think about what the client is saying (and not saying) and about how I want to respond. 
· If I want to suggest websites, books etc I can pause my response whilst I find them.
· I have been able to pace my counselling, by which I mean I can do ten to twenty minutes of writing on a regular basis allowing my regular “session” with my online counsellor to be as full as a face to face session would be.
· Another advantage that I find for online counselling is that a lot of ground can be covered in a short period of time because one doesn’t have to rely on one’s memory - one can form what one wants to say over several days consideration.    
· I choose when I write ... and it is often during unsociable hours - early morning and late at night. 
· I have a sleep problem and compiling email responses to online clients allows me to use the sleepless time profitably.
· When working with a face to face counsellor you have to rely solely on what comes to mind in that instance and you may often forget the most important details- only to remember them after the session. 



The disadvantages of online counselling for respondents included delays caused by misunderstanding and the difficulty of doing the work of therapy on one’s own.  Interestingly, no-one specifically mentioned the difficulty of working therapeutically on one’s own.

· .. it can be very difficult to sense someone’s tone in writing and therefore what is being said in writing can be left open to greater interpretation than when it is said verbally.  It can also lead to protracted confusion and waste of time spent clarifying.   
· If a counsellor sets an exercise and the client struggles with how to go about it then there is greater delay because further questions have to be asked in a later session whereas, if the counselling were face to face, questions could be asked on the spot.
Respondents also recognised that the lack of physical presence had disadvantages.  The quotations below highlight the importance of preparation and training for counsellors to work online as recommended by ACTO (2) and BACP (3).
· It is much more difficult to measure distress in a client that is physically unseen.
· Although I can read the clients mood and feelings well in written form, this is not as accurate as reading body language which is observable at the time.  
· Not being able to pass the box of tissues or allow for silences.
Holding a boundary and managing technology presented disadvantages for two counsellors.

· It is less easy to 'put work behind me' during the evenings when I know there are still tasks to be completed.  
· [The] internet connection here is much less reliable than in the UK ... making it more difficult to get online at certain times.
A record of the work was valuable to both groups; re-reading could clarify queries, confirm what had been discussed and measure progress.  

· The big one that stands out to me is that you are able to re-read responses and can think about what you want to say the next time.  
· I don't have to take notes and can't kid myself that something was all right when it wasn't.  Equally, I occasionally come across something I wrote months ago which astonishes me with its brilliance!
· Being able to read back over written records can highlight differences in ourselves that we may discount or forget when relying purely on memory.  It can also be very useful to reflect on what we have said previously to see if we still feel the same about it - it is far easier to do this when you have writing to read than when you are relying on memory of what you have said verbally.  
· I got about half way and felt that I was not making any progress, and then could look back over the written records and realize that actually some of the issues that I initially really struggled with are no longer even part of my thought world.  
Some respondents from each group noticed that communicating by writing was safer and easier than speaking. 

· It was easier for me to "open up" especially initially. I dont think I would have readily admitted to having suicidal thoughts if it was asked in an initial [face to face] meeting.  
· I believe you get to the root of the issue so much quicker. The perceived anonymity allows clients to [be] really open.    
· I think for me there was so much going on and so much that I had not dealt with that writing meant  I could segment it into ie [sic] family, past relationships, childhood etc so that i could be part of the process of detangling what i was experiencing and looking at all the contributing factors. this made it less confusing and overwhelming.  
· Some of my false beliefs (ie that ..... was my fault) were much easier to confront, because the moment I wrote it I could look at it and realize immediately that actually, that is not true.
· Somehow seeing something written, and the process of writing, means that you get something out and it stays out permanently (almost in a literal way) and that once it is out it is no longer part of you. 
· I find it easier to organize my thoughts when I am writing than when I talk.  
Respondents also described the counsellor holding less power in the online relationship and clients could take more share of responsibility for the work. I think these two themes of safety and power require further study.

· I think that "need to please" and say what you think someone else wants to hear is much less online. 
· Online, I had to take responsibility and control and could work at my own pace.   
· As a counsellor I feel that the client has more power in the relationship for the simple reason that they work from their own space and not from my office.   
· The comments back on what I had written were thoughtful, sensitive, thought provoking and challenging at the right times. It was also clear and that for me eliminated that uncertainty of wondering what the person is actually trying to say and the initial anxiety about the other persons possibly judging you.
Communication issues such as deafness did not intrude into the work online.

· I'm getting increasingly deaf and online work removes the need to find my hearing aids, make sure the batteries are OK etc. and put them in  before my clients arrive.  It also removes the risk of mishearing, or not hearing a client.  
Conclusion

My sample was very small and my conclusions are tentative but in my study I found a wider variety of reasons why clients or counsellors might choose to work online than I had previously been aware of and two themes (the perceived safety and balance of power in the relationship) described by several respondents which suggests further study. The quotations from my respondents have revealed not only the advantages and disadvantages of online counselling but also the desirability of specific training for counsellors who plan to offer an online counselling service. The study confirmed my belief that online counselling, when offered by trained and experienced counsellors, is better suited to some clients than face to face counselling and provides them with a valuable alternative counselling service.
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1. Are there advantages to online counselling as opposed to face to face counselling that 	particularly apply to you?


2. Are there disadvantages to online counselling as opposed to face to face counselling 	that particularly apply to you?


3. Overall, which do you prefer (online or face to face)


(If the answer is online please answer Q.4, if the answer is face to face please go to Q.5)


4. Why do you prefer online to face to face counselling?


5. Why do you prefer face to face to online counselling?











� This is not quite as simple as it sounds.  Relevant legal and insurance requirements relating both to counsellor and client country of residence would need to be agreed before any work could begin.
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