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THE CLOAK OF INVISIBILTY: THE BENEFITS, POTENTIAL AND CHALLENGES OF TEXT-BASED COUNSELLING FOR YOUNG PEOPLE.



INTRODUCTIONCHILDREN AND YOUNG PEOPLE IN THE UK ARE SUFFERING WITH POOR MENTAL HEALTH AND NEED HELP THAT THEY ARE NOT EQUIPPED TO ACCESS.
TEXT-BASED COUNSELLING OFFERS USERS THE SUPER-POWER OF INVISIBILITY,
ALLOWING THEM TO BENEFIT FROM PROFESSIONAL SUPPORT.


This briefing paper provides an overview of a systematic review of research literature investigating text-based counselling (TBC) for young people (YP) conducted at the University of Wales Trinity St David (UWTSD).
A DEFINITION
The term text-based counselling (TBC) is used to refer to electronic, typed communication with no verbal or visual aspect. This includes SMS messages, email and instant messaging via websites and apps. The research pertains to synchronous (real-time) interactions with a trained professional, therefore online forums and peer support were excluded. 
KEY POINTS FROM THE REVIEW OF LITERATURE
	UPSIDES TO TBC
	DOWNSIDES TO TBC

	Offers access to support in a way that suits young people when and wherever they choose
	The risk of misunderstandings mean it is not necessarily suitable for those at high risk

	Anonymity, confidentiality, convenience, and availability are motivating factors
	It can be hard to establish a therapeutic relationship with no visual information

	It can be a crucial stepping-stone for YP to access face-to-face services
	Only 20% of service users are male yet young men are more at risk of suicide


BACKGROUND
· Figures for 2022 (NHS) show 18% of children aged 7 to 16 and 22% of those aged 17 to 24 years had a probable mental disorder. 
· People aged 16 to 24 feel lonely more often than older age groups (Samaritans, 2019). 
· Four in ten young people were bullied in the last 12 months and are more likely to experience mental health issues (Anti Bullying Alliance, 2023).
· A third of adult mental health problems are linked to an adverse childhood experience and three quarters of lifetime MH problems start by the age of 25 (Kessler et al, 2007). 
Yet despite the need, almost two thirds of children and young people with a diagnosable mental health condition do not get access to NHS care and treatment (Young Minds, 2023).
URGENCY
This is a matter for today in order to defuse a timebomb for tomorrow. An opportunity exists to intervene early, before distress, turmoil and adverse experiences develop into long term MH problems.
YP are digital natives, 100% of them use the internet every day, it is the place they automatically look for information and help. 
	Anonymity	
	

	Invisibility
	

	Safety
	

	Control
	

	Connection
	

	Space for honesty
	


							

Text-based counselling provides 🡺

THE RESEARCH

A rigorous search process was undertaken using the extensive electronic catalogue of UWTSD in December 2023.
The aim of the process was to pinpoint a sample representative of the most up to date, peer-reviewed literature which encompassed:
· The need for TBC for CYP
· The experiences of users
· The efficacy of the intervention
· The pros and cons of TBC
· The wider context

 34 papers considered
 17 shortlisted 
 6 chosen 

The final selection was on the basis of the depth and range of experience represented by the research in meeting the aim of the review; 


To explore the impact, potential and challenges
of text-based counselling for children and young people.
The search was focused from 2019 onwards to reflect trends in society and technology and to recognise changes brought about by the pandemic. 
OVERVIEW OF THE PAPERS SELECTED FOR REVIEW:
	NO
	YEAR
	SUBJECT AREA
	FROM
	TYPE

	1
	2022
	Access barriers and facilitators
	UK
	Qualitative

	2
	2022
	Outcome measurements
	UK
	Quantitative

	3
	2023
	Client experience (surveys)
	UK
	Qualitative

	4
	2019
	Client experience (interviews)
	AUS
	Mixed methods

	5
	2021
	Client experience (interviews)
	UK
	Qualitative

	6
	2023
	Analysis of sessions
	USA
	Qualitative



The objectives of the review were to:
· Examine the experiences of clients in text-based counselling for young people
· Identify factors which impact on the efficacy of text-based counselling for young people
· Consider the wider context of text-based therapeutic support for young people
FINDINGS
NEED
Three of the papers note that YP accessing TBC have higher MH needs than peers who access other services. This might be due to the anonymity and immediacy of the online environment offering more access in the heat of the moment, but more research is needed.
ACCESS 
Barriers preventing YP accessing traditional counselling include the following (Salaheddin and Mason, 2016):

Not being seen or heard addresses many of the barriers experienced by YP in accessing MH support. Fear
Time
Cost
Shame
Stigma
Location
Confidentiality


The service user can engage wherever they are, whenever convenient and critically, they experience a sense of control over the content and direction of the sessions. 
TEXT-BASED COUNSELLING CANCELS OUT:	

	Social anxiety	
	
	No counsellor looking at them

	Fear of being judged	
	
	No voice or appearance to worry about

	The stigma of seeking help
	
	No labels imposed from anywhere

	The risk of being seen or overheard
	
	Nothing out loud, no one knows

	Worry about parents knowing
	
	The service user is in control

	Concern over confidentiality
	
	No one will be told anything

	Having to go somewhere
	
	It can take place anywhere

	Financial worries
	
	Services offered free by charities



SAFETY AND CONTROL
The anonymity of the text-only counselling environment engenders a sense of safety for the users, largely in line with the issues detailed in the table above. 
Being invisible perceptibly shifts the power balance in favour of the young service user. 
Confidentiality allows for deeper concerns to be expressed, partly because the fear of parents being informed is removed. 
For some YP (up to 25%), social difficulties are cited as the reason for choosing TBC. This can mean anything from social phobia or anxiety to autism spectrum disorder. 
Discussing problems online can be less overwhelming than a face to face or spoken encounter. 
The invisibility allows users to hide their emotional state as the counsellor is only responding to typed words. This absence of judgement adds to the sense of safety and therefore encourages sharing of personal information. 
Being invisible also has the advantage of offering a mechanism for clients to close the conversation without the difficulty this would present in a traditional face-to-face setting.
For young clients, feeling heard, understood, normalised and validated all contribute to the feeling of safety and to how positive they feel about the counselling.

NEGATIVES
· While for many, the lack of face-to-face contact with the counsellor is beneficial, for some it can impact negatively on trust in building a therapeutic relationship. 
· The absence of visual cues also means the clients cannot assess the counsellor, for instance their mood or reactions. 
· Typing can slow things down and for some, reading large blocks of text can also be experienced as a barrier.
EFFECTIVENESS
One of the papers was a large-scale analysis of 23,260 clients of online MH support service, Kooth. The authors analysed data routinely collected as part of service delivery to establish how much the clients improved. 
CORE-10 is for people aged 17 and over and YP-CORE is for young people aged 11-18
(CORE stands for Clinical Outcomes In Routine Evaluation).
[bookmark: _Hlk155357424]Effect sizes were small to moderate:As a guide, 0.2 is considered a small effect, 0.5 medium and 0.8 large (Cooper, 2008). 


	AGE 
GROUP
	EFFECT 
SIZE

	11–18
	0.19

	17-25
	0.38



Outcomes were shown to be better when YP engaged for at least 7 sessions (0.38 and 0.58 respectively).
As the calculations for effect size require data from the first and last sessions, those undertaking only one session were not included. This made up almost three quarters of the participants.
GENDER INEQUALITY 
Services are failing to engage young men.
The vast majority of participants across the whole data set is female (averaging 80%). The authors do not delve into this inequity beyond describing it as consistent with research.
Men are far less likely to access mental health support than women making up only 36% of referrals to NHS talking therapies (Mental Health Foundation, 2023).
Three times as many men as women die each year by suicide (ONS, 2023) therefore there is clearly a need to destigmatise support-seeking among young men.
SUMMARY TABLE OF RECCOMMENDATIONS 
	TYPE
	DETAILS

	RESEARCH
	A randomised controlled trial (RCT) to investigate effectiveness of TBC

	
	Measuring the impact of single sessions of TBC

	
	How to support high-risk YP accessing anonymous platforms

	TECHNOLOGY
	Videos introducing counsellors

	
	Reflective sheets to support clients in defining dilemmas and feelings

	
	Providing users with real-time information regarding wait times

	
	Developing functions to allow uploading of drawings or other content

	TRAINING
	To improve understanding of neurodiversity

	
	Using sessions transcripts to train therapists working in this field

	GENERAL
	Efforts should be made to increase male participation

	
	Promotion of active shared decision making 

	
	Efforts to engage the substantial number of YP who do not seek help

	
	Offering services that combine humanistic and solution-focused counselling



FINAL WORDS

· Text-based counselling has a range of properties which make it especially appealing to young people; invisibility, confidentiality and convenience make it a safe space.

· Gender inequality is of concern and should be addressed urgently to better engage with boys and young men. 

· Research is necessary to examine long-term impacts and to ascertain if service users are more likely to access further therapeutic support in the future.

· Work is needed to better measure the efficacy of TBC and to optimise the benefits offered by a single session. AS AWARENESS GROWS AND THE STIGMA AROUND SEEKING SUPPORT RECEDES; 
FREE, ONLINE, CONFIDENTIAL, ANONYMOUS TEXT-BASED COUNSELLING 
CAN PRESENT A STRESS-FREE OPPORTUNITY FOR YOUNG PEOPLE 
TO EXPERIENCE MENTAL HEALTH SUPPORT FOR THE FIRST TIME.


REFERENCES

Anti Bullying Alliance, (2023). Mental Health [Online]. Available from: Mental Health (anti-bullyingalliance.org.uk) [Accessed 02/01/24].

Cooper, M. (2008) Essential Research Findings in Counselling and Psychotherapy, London: Sage Publications Ltd.

Kessler RC, Amminger GP, Aguilar-Gaxiola S, et al. (2007). Age of onset of mental disorders: a review of recent literature. Curr Opin Psychiatry. 2007;20(4):359–364.

Mental Health Foundation, (2023). Men and Mental Health [Online]. Available from: Men and mental health | Mental Health Foundation [Accessed 02/01/24).

NHS, (2022). Mental Health of Children and Young People in England 2022 - wave 3 follow up to the 2017 survey [Online]. Available from: Mental Health of Children and Young People in England 2022 - wave 3 follow up to the 2017 survey - NHS Digital [Accessed 02/01/24].

ONS (2023). Suicides in England and Wales: 2021 registrations [Online]. Available from: Suicides in England and Wales - Office for National Statistics (ons.gov.uk) [Accessed 03/01/24].

Salaheddin, K., & Mason, B. (2016). Identifying barriers to mental health help-seeking among young adults in the UK: a cross-sectional survey. The British journal of general practice: the journal of the Royal College of General Practitioners, 66(651), e686–e692.

Samaritans, (2019). Loneliness, suicide and young people [Online]. Available from: _ (samaritans.org) [Accessed 02/01/24].	

Young Minds (2023) Deconstructing the system: young people's voices on mental health, society and inequality [Online]. Available from: deconstructing-the-system-report.pdf (youngminds.org.uk) [Accessed 18/12/23].

2

image1.png
Prifysgol Cymru
Y Drindod Dewi Sant

University of Wales
Trinity Saint David




