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Telephone and Online Counselling: 
Best practice and core competencies
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INTRODUCTION: 

The COVID-19 pandemic has changed our personal and professional lives, and those of our clients. This has induced wide-ranging challenges, including, for the counselling profession, the need to find alternative ways to offer support and therapeutic interventions. 

The preferred mode of delivery within placements to adapt to these changed circumstances seems to be a transition to telephone counselling. Whilst the reasoning behind this shift is obvious, offering telephone counselling sessions is previously unchartered territory for many counsellors, differing in many ways from the face-to-face therapy our training and experience equipped us to deliver.  Despite this, in response to the COVID-19 pandemic, you may have had to upskill quickly so that you could continue to support your clients.

The following ‘best practice’ paper has therefore been produced to reinforce your ‘learning by doing’ over the last few months and provide you with a framework for future work.  In addition to this, it has long been recognised that a major identifier of successful practitioners is the ability to reflect and make meaning from their experience. We therefore need you to complete the short reflective piece outlined at the end of this paper in order to consolidate your learning and confirm your ability to establish and maintain an ethical and professional telephone presence.
Whilst this is not a formally assessed assignment, this work will be considered as a marker of your engagement in these COVID contingency arrangements.  We also hope that you find the process of reflection worthwhile, as ultimately, our ability to continuously engage in a cycle of practice, reflecting, learning and adapting will determine the extent to which we thrive both individually, and as a profession, within today’s turbulent landscape. 
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Students engaged in counselling clients by telephone or via online platforms need to be confident that they have the necessary skills and underpinning knowledge to do so safely and ethically. 
The aim of this paper is to offer guidance on working online as a trainee counsellor at a time when face-to-face therapy is neither possible nor safe. BACP (2020) recognises that in the context of the COVID-19 pandemic, we need to work differently and adapt our practice so that we are able to continue to support clients during these unprecedented times. 
Not all therapeutic encounters happen face to face, the internet and digital technology has to be considered in contemporary counselling practice (Bond, 2015) According to BACP (2020) guidelines, the same professional standards and ethical framework apply when delivering telephone and online counselling. The ethical challenge lies in how we meet the guiding ethical principles within a new context and in new methods of communicating (Reeves, 2018).  Tim Bond (2015) provides an extensive overview of how we might take each ethical principle and implement these within our practice (Bond, 2015, PP 183-195) 
We need to take each ethical principle in turn:
Being Trustworthy – How you present yourself online will influence your client’s perception of your integrity and trustworthiness.  An awareness and being compliant with legal requirements and current legislation is paramount. (See Bond & Mitchel, 2015 ‘Confidentiality and record keeping in Counselling and psychotherapy’). A core ethical requirement of counselling is confidentially (BACP, 2018, section 55). Counsellors and counselling organisations in the UK must already comply with the General Data Protection Regulation and the Data Protection Act 2018 (GDPR)
Respect for Autonomy – Informed consent, boundaries, clear contracting and the importance that a client is making informed choices and that the service provided is clarified and clear. Creating a safe, therapeutic space, ensuring the computer/telephone is in a confidential and private space, where you will not be disturbed, distracted or overheard. Management of security and confidentiality, careful consideration to how you store client contact details and personal information.  The BACP advises that websites have ‘privacy policy pages’ which explain how personal data is stored and circumstances under which data might be disclosed.
Beneficence and Non-maleficence - Doing Good and avoiding Harm.  Working within one’s competence, registration and membership of a professional body and quality assurance. Professional Indemnity Insurance does not automatically cover working online, it is important to check with your insurance provider. Adequate assessment to ensure a client’s suitability for online counselling (See BACP Guidelines for Online Counselling). Recognised referral point for clients in crisis.
Justice – Fair distribution of services and available resources for clients. There is a strong ethical responsibility for any provider of counselling services online to manage services competently with sufficient security, to meet client’s needs and professional ethical requirements.  
Self-respect – Competence and confidence using digital technology. Avoiding extended periods sitting in front of monitors. Taking responsibility for own self-care, safety and wellbeing. 
Pause for reflection:
· How do you feel about using digital technology in counselling practice? reflect on your own attitudes, experiences and practices related to digital technology
· What is the first feeling and association that comes to your mind when thinking about digital technology and technology-based counselling?
· How confident are you about employing digital technology and devices for your therapeutic work with clients?
· Is there the time, therapeutic space and opportunity for working at relational depth when counselling remotely?
· Does the current context have implications on how risk, might be assessed and managed?
The online disinhibition effect -When you use the internet, you might notice that online communication can differ from face-to-face conversation: people will do, or say things online they might rather not in person. Online, clients might feel less restricted and more willing to express themselves openly. This phenomenon described as ‘online disinhibition effect’ (Suler, 2004) is broadly explained as greater anonymity online, as well as the lack of visual, auditory and contextual cues such as information about social status or ethnic background. This seems to make people feel both less vulnerable (for example, to external judgment of their self) and less responsible for their actions. 
· How could the ‘online disinhibition effect’ influence working with clients online or on the phone?
· How might working with clients online affect the therapeutic relationship? How do you feel about relating to your clients online or on the phone?
· How do you think issues around control and power balance differ in online counselling compared to face-to-face provision?
· Consider the efficacy of online counselling, what does the research say?
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Please complete the following grid and submit this with your reflective piece [in one document] via Turnitin, into the portal opened in the Practicum 2 Module on Moodle, before 23.59 pm on the 11th August  2020:   
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	Contingency Work plan
	Please tick as appropriate

	I have considered and checked out my insurance cover in relation to the change to remote working
	

	I have developed a bank of resources for remote working during COVID
	

	I have revised my process for risk assessment in light of COVID and remote working
	

	I have updated my contract to cover remote working during COVID and I have re-contracted with existing clients
	

	I have a contingency plan for technological problems during a remote counselling session
	

	I am engaging in appropriate supervision throughout my period of remote counselling 
	

	I have updated my list of onward referral opportunities in light of COVID
	

	I have engaged with one of the online courses available on telephone/online/remote counselling and can provide evidence of attendance [We would expect that you have taken advantage of at least one of the many courses available].
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 “Drawing on your placement work over recent months, write a reflective account [1,500 - 2,000 words] about your experience of telephone counselling.
If you have not engaged in telephone counselling, consider any other counselling via online platforms you have undertaken during the COVID-19 pandemic”.
Whilst this is primarily a reflective piece, i.e., how YOU have EXPERIENCED this work, you may wish to also consider:
	
· Your assessment of your knowledge, skills and abilities for working with clients by telephone
· How you felt before and during this transition
· Benefits, challenges suitability and sustainability of your new way of working
· How your own and your client’s relationship with talking on the phone has framed your work – Is this best fit for you and your client?  
· Therapy, or support?
· Working without visual clues  
· Ethical and legal requirements  
· Confidentiality and data protection issues
· Changed contracts and boundaries
· Transferring skills from the consulting room to the telephone
· Effectiveness of telephone therapy
· Help and support, supervision and self-care
· Counselling post COVID
We hope that this paper and pause for thought has been beneficial to you in reflecting upon your practice. 



