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Abstract 

This symposium looks at the impact of the online environment on the practice of guidance, 

counselling, psychotherapy and related services. Online delivery of careers education and guidance, 

counselling, psychotherapy and other mental health and social services has been a subject of 

increasing debate and has regularly featured in the pages of this journal. In 2009, a symposium 

(Volume 37 (3)) focused on the use of technology in counselling and psychotherapy, and explored 

the utility of a range of online and telephone technologies. The subsequent six years have seen 

considerable changes in technologies, their place in society and their role in the practice of guidance 

and counselling. The current symposium explores these ongoing changes and in places looks forward 

to ways in which the future development of the disciplines might be influenced by current 

technological trends.  

Working through technology of any kind has long provoked highly polarised reactions in many of the 

human-oriented professions (Goss & Anthony, 2003, p. 1). Commentators have pointed out that 

despite the hype associated with new technologies the evidence base for their use in guidance and 

counselling is sometimes limited (Howieson & Semple, 2013; Richards & Viganó, 2013). However, as 

this symposium demonstrates, it has been growing for a considerable period, and the use of 

communication technologies is increasingly becoming part of everyday practice in an ever expanding 

variety of ways (Anthony, Nagel, & Goss, 2010). Some have raised more fundamental concerns 

about a perceived loss of the human element and reductive conceptions of what guidance and 

mental health services do. For example, a Guardian article about career guidance asked ‘can online 

careers advice work … what about the personal touch?’ (Tickle, 2011), and a succession of reports 

have found that even the young, and supposedly digitally native (Prensky, 2001), are still crying out 

for face-to-face interactions (Association of College, 2014; Evans & Rallings, 2013). At the other end 

of the spectrum, advocates of technologically mediated provision talk of how online environments 

empower clients, democratise practice, allow guidance and therapeutic relationships to transcend 

time and space, and bring distinct advantages not available in face-to-face settings (Anthony et al., 

2010; Goss & Anthony, 2003; Hooley, 2012).  

Now, however, online provision is blossoming onto the mainstream of practice throughout the 

helping professions. Some who come across the concept of working at a distance from one’s clients 

still react with the same polarised views of either strong scepticism or evident, perhaps even 

incautious, enthusiasm (Hennigan & Goss, 2014; Kettunen, Vuorinen, & Sampson, 2013). It is 

sometimes tempting, even among those who are otherwise thoroughly experienced senior figures, 

to think that little work on it has been done and that basic questions need to be addressed from 

scratch. While there are certainly distinct gaps in the research base, this is far from the case. 

Research into the use of technology in therapy, for example, began in the 1940s (Rogers, 1942), and 

its practice dates back even further to Freud and others conducting analyses via the technology of 
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their times – the simple written letter. Use of computer-assisted psychiatry began to be researched 

in the 1960s and 1970s (e.g. Bennett, Rappaport, & Skinner, 1978; Cogswell & Estevan, 1965; 

Weizenbaum, 1966) while the computer industry was still in its relatively early stages. Watts (2002) 

recounts the development of the use of ICT in guidance through four phases (mainframe, 

microcomputer, web and digital) starting in the early 1960s.  

Discussions about the origin of technology in guidance and counselling highlight the challenge of 

defining ‘technology’ (does it, for example, include the therapist’s couch and the psychometric 

instrument) and of conceiving of a guidance and counselling practice that does not make some use 

of technology. However, it is possible to argue that the development of the Internet, the growth and 

increasing social importance of the World Wide Web and then the development of increasingly 

Internet enabled ’phone technologies all provide important moments for activities like guidance and 

counselling that are based around processes of human communication. As technologies offer 

enhanced affordances for communication, a question is asked as to whether guidance and 

counselling wishes to take these up.  

The continuous development of new communication technologies is documented in the 

development of increasingly sophisticated ethical guidance for their use, at least in the field of 

counselling and psychotherapy (Goss & Anthony, 2012). This has led the British Association for 

Counselling and Psychotherapy (BACP) to issue not one but three editions of their guidelines for 

online work (Anthony & Goss, 2009; Anthony & Jamieson, 2005; Goss, Anthony, Jamieson, & Palmer, 

2001) and yet that organisation has still needed to issue a list of the competencies required to work 

at a distance from clients (Hill & Roth, 2014). That work was based on reviewing the expanding 

literature base and the input of an expert reference group (one of whom, Dr Kate Anthony, is 

represented among the authors in this symposium). It describes a model of the competences that 

practitioners need to acquire before considering themselves able to operate online, and discusses 

how they should be applied and the uses to which they can be put.  

Conversely, the Career Development Institute (CDI) has avoided viewing online or distance provision 

of guidance services as a distinct activity, preferring to see it as one amongst a range of professional 

activities that guidance workers might be involved in. Consequently, there is no mention of online 

guidance within the CDI’s (2014) code of ethics. There are strengths in viewing the online 

environment as a mode through which existing services are delivered and human interactions 

happen, rather than as a distinct and strange type of new interaction. However, viewing the online 

environment as simply another way to have a conversation can diminish some of the challenges and 

leave practitioners floundering when situations arise which do not have direct parallel in the offline 

world. The need to re-contextualise existing practice in the online environment, addressing the new 

affordances offered by new technologies and the new cultures and mores that have emerged, all 

mean that there are distinct pitfalls for those who approach working online without proper 

preparation and, particularly, training.  

This symposium provides an opportunity to examine the issues connected with online practice 

through the lenses of both empirical and theoretical enquiries. We use the term ‘online practice’ in 

its broadest possible interpretation to explore the idea of how guidance, counselling and 

practitioners in other mental health services utilise online environments to communicate with 

clients. Through the exemplars of work reported here, we explore how technology constrains and 

enables practitioners and clients, and allows the development of new forms of practice.  

At a specialist conference in 2013, one of the current authors (Goss, 2013) undertook a small 

research project to investigate what delegates, all of whom had a particular interest in online 
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practice, saw as the priorities for research and development of the field. The method, based on a 

modified form of the Delphi technique for structuring reactions to expert opinion (Gordon, 1994; 

Linstone & Turoff, 1975), was intended to use the ‘informed judgement’ (Ziglio, 1996, p. 21) of those 

present at the conference to create a snapshot of the needs and priorities of professionals involved 

in online work at that point in time with the highest possible degree of consensus.  

The 114 delegates who took part in the study, which included 71 attending remotely over the 

Internet from several different countries, first created personal lists of the topics in response to the 

question ‘Over the next 5 to 10 years, what do you think are the 3 most important pieces of research 

that should be done?’. Responses to this question were then grouped into a total of 21 categories 

through a consensual qualitative analysis carried out by the lead researcher and two assistants who 

also attended the conference and who are active researchers in the field. This completed phase one 

of the exercise. In phase two, the categories were returned to participants, in random order and 

with descriptors to exemplify their intended meaning. Participants were then asked to place these in 

their own priority order. Their individual priority decisions were then pooled to create a list of 

research priorities based on the combined opinions of all 114 participants.  

The initial list of possible items that participants believed should be investigated was, as expected, 

diverse. The five highest priority items were, in order, as follows:  

(1) Risk management and safety (e.g. crisis management and risks of online work)  

(2) Efficacy of face-to-face versus online practice (i.e. how face-to-face practice compares to 

similar practice online)  

(3) Contracting and assessment (e.g. when online practice should and should not be offered)  

(4) Confidentiality (e.g. security and privacy management and risks)  

(5) Training (e.g. the need for it, its effectiveness and how to develop the skills required for 

specifically online practice) 

Items also listed, but not ranked by the group as a whole as being of the highest level of priority, 

related to differing client groups, barriers to access and awareness, different technological options 

and their use in combination (i.e. blended technologies; Anthony & Merz Nagel, 2010, p. 113), the 

process of the online helping relationship (such as how empathy is received online) and demand 

(such as who uses online services, funding, etc.).  

Perhaps surprisingly, other than a general ‘miscellaneous’ category, the lowest ranked items were 

the impact on the profession as a whole and links to allied professions (such as inter-agency 

communication, linked to data sharing). It should be noted that the ranking of these items is purely 

relative to the other possibilities generated by the first phase of the exercise: by definition, some 

participants had considered these items to be their personal top priorities, but that opinion was not, 

ultimately, shared by the group overall.  

It is notable that the top ranked items related to risk and efficacy while the following three all 

related to elements of online practice that are closely involved with those topics, underlining the 

priority these matters were accorded by the participants.  

The papers collected in this symposium explore the theme of online practice from a range of 

different perspectives. One of the strengths of this journal is that it addresses both guidance and 

counselling, and as can be seen, there are a range of issues that crosscut both fields. They describe 

the way in which new technologies have encouraged the development of new paradigms that shift 

the way in which time and space constrain and shape guidance and counselling interactions and 

potentially shift the role of the professional in these relationships.  
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In a wide ranging paper, Bimrose, Kettunen and Goddard argue that a growing raft of policy and 

practice offer some important lessons for the utilisation of new technologies in career guidance. 

They argue that in order to make effective use of new technologies it is important to recognise the 

context within which this utilisation happens. This is not simply a question of practitioners learning a 

new technology but rather about putting in place the right framework of policy, management, 

professional development, instructional design and technologies themselves.  

Bright argues that we may need to view the changes offered by new technologies as a far more 

critical disruption to conventional practice than has often been the case. He argues that calls for the 

training of practitioners often minimise the level of paradigmatic shift that is needed. Practitioners, 

policy-makers and clients are likely to have to think in very different ways about both technology 

and career development as both move forward. Bright argues for the importance of understanding 

career development, like counselling and psychotherapy and like the Internet itself, as a set of open, 

complex and chaotic systems. It is only by embracing this complexity and recognising the need to 

discard or reimagine existing approaches to guidance and counselling that these fields of activities 

will be able to maintain their relevance.  

Anthony picks up the theme of the implications of new technologies for professionals and discusses 

the challenges of transferring existing skills to the online environment. She also highlights the need 

to keep abreast of technological changes to understand the environment that clients inhabit. She 

argues that, given the speed at which technology evolves, ensuring that counsellors are able to keep 

up with these changes and consider their implications for practice is a key challenge for continuing 

professional development within the field.  

Kettunen, Sampson and Vuorinen explore the implications of such challenges with particular 

reference to careers practitioner’s engagement with social media. They argue that social 

technologies offer practitioners opportunities to develop practice. This is not a simple process of 

transferring on-site approaches to practice online but about generating innovative practice in ways 

that make use of the affordances of social technologies.  

Richards and Simpson examine how the use of Internet-based tools can support existing face-to-face 

counselling relationships. They argue that strategic use of these kinds of blended interactions can 

enhance the quality and quantity of traditional face-to-face psychotherapy.  

Several of the papers in this symposium address the possibility of providing effective guidance and 

counselling through specific media or in specific ways. Some options have, in the past, been thought 

challenging for interactions like guidance and counselling especially if they are text based or short 

term. Gilat and Reshef examine the perceived helpfulness of emotional first aid delivered via email. 

They note that many clients who are using this medium have a preference for written 

communication and like the accessibility that is offered by email. Gilat and Reshef report that most 

clients in their study found these interactions to be helpful in providing emotional support, 

enhancing cognitive change and suggesting practical ways of coping. Blake Buffini and Gordon then 

look at one-to-one support via synchronous instant messaging through perceived quality of working 

alliance. Their results suggest that working alliance is closely related to reported satisfaction, as it is 

in offline settings, but that both indicators were slightly less positive than for offline settings.  

Rodda, Lubman, Cheetham, Dowling and Jackson discuss single-session online counselling 

approaches noting that there is limited information about how such short-term interactions 

function. Their investigation reveals that in these one-off interactions clients spend a great deal of 

time telling their story with less time spent exploring opportunities, readiness or self-efficacy related 
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to change or relevant options and strategies. Understanding the patterns of such online interactions 

is important in informing the development of practice in this mode.  

Nieuwboer, Fukkink and Hermanns also look at a single-session intervention, this time with parents. 

They argue that single-session interventions can be impactful – in this case leading to a significant 

increase in the self-confidence of parents.  

If short online interventions such as those described by Rodda et al. and Nieuwboer et al. offer 

challenges for guidance and counselling practice in terms of forging effective working alliances, 

those unfamiliar with the work may find it even more challenging to conceive providing help through 

text messages. However, Haxell recounts the experience of Youthline in New Zealand where, as 

elsewhere in the world, young people increasingly seek help using their mobile phones through the 

medium of text. The article attends to the tight constraints that texting imposes but argues that 

even within these constraints it is possible to provide meaningful emotional support.  

The Internet opens up additional opportunities for people to receive support in ways that do not 

include conventional guidance and counselling professionals. Lekka, Efstathiou and Kalantzi examine 

an online peer support intervention delivered at the University of Athens and also return to the vital 

theme of preparation specifically for the distinctive nature of online work. They argue that the value 

of such peer-to-peer online interactions is enhanced through the training of the participants in basic 

counselling skills.  

This symposium demonstrates the importance of new technologies to guidance and counselling. It 

also illuminates a number of different pathways into the future. We have sought here only to 

provide a selection of examples of current work. The future will, it seems likely, contain even more 

ways in which people can connect, communicate and relate. As noted elsewhere, whenever and 

however that happens, it seems likely that those channels may also hold potential for helping 

relationships to be formed by the people who use them (Goss, 2014), whenever appropriate 

including professional or paraprofessional help.  

Technologies are not inevitable and neither are their implications for practice. Rather, they must be 

chosen with care, forethought and proper preparation. Technologies are socially produced offering 

sites for contestation, interpretation and innovation. As the articles presented here show, guidance 

and counselling have not been slow to engage with new technologies, even where recognition of the 

possibilities they offer and the capacity of practitioners to make full use of these opportunities has 

sometimes lagged somewhat behind the actual evidence available (Hennigan & Goss, 2014). 

Furthermore, it is likely that the changes that we have observed in these fields in the six years since 

the last symposium has taken place will continue to gather pace as we move further into the twenty-

first century. 
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