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Hello and welcome to my presentation.
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The information I’m about to share with you is the result of a systematic review of published research on the subject of young people accessing text-based counselling support.
The work it is based on was all accessed via the electronic database search facility at the University of Wales Trinity St. David. A full summary of the process is available in my submitted work and due to time constraints, I won’t be into detail about that for this presentation which will focus on findings and implications.
As you can see, the title I’ve chosen is:
The cloak of invisibilty: the benefits, potential and challenges of text-based counselling for young people.
That’s because the research showed that not being seen or heard is vital in enabling young people to access counselling, as we shall see, this key property of text-based counselling alleviates many of the barriers which prevent young people from seeking mental health support.
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At this stage it would be useful for me to explain what I mean by text-based counselling.
I am referring here to electronic, typed communication with no verbal or visual aspect. This encompasses SMS messages, email and instant messaging through social media or other websites or apps. The remit relates to synchronous interactions with a trained professional, therefore online forums and peer support were excluded. 
The word synchronous is slightly ambiguous because lags of many minutes are sometimes recorded between messages therefore it might help to think of it as a real-time exchange rather than an as-and-when, unstructured interaction.
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Let’s have some background now about the well-publicised growth in demand for mental health support for children and young people.
I have used the most current information I could find and it paints a picture of young population with increasing levels of distress. 
According to young minds, 7 out of 10 young people sought mental health support in the last two years.
NHS figures for 2022 show around 20 percent of people up to 24 years of age had a probable mental disorder. 
Given the ubiquity of social media and online connectivity it’s perhaps surprising to note that people aged 16 to 24 feel lonely more often than older age groups.
Bullying affects many young people who are consequently more likely to experience mental health issues.
A third of adult mental health problems are linked to an adverse childhood experience (such as bullying) and three quarters of lifetime mental health problems start by the age of 25.
So, as you can see, there’s a huge need and the earlier the intervention, the earlier these needs are met, the better.
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So, the next question is, with this level of need, why are more young people not accessing traditional face to face or online counselling services?
There are many reasons and they include…
The cost – lack of income.
Locating and accessing the service, referral pathways? Not knowing how to get started.
Transport – the challenge of getting to wherever the counsellor is.
Stigma and other negative perceptions about counselling and who it’s for.
Fear of being judged or labelled or having something on their record.
For some there is anxiety around social skills, talking to someone.
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Online is the place where these barriers can be broken.
All British 16–24-year-olds use the internet every day.
98% of 16 and 17-year-olds own a smartphone.
Young people are digital natives. They have only ever known the internet age and it’s no surprise that they turn – first – to their devices for almost all their needs.
This offers an opportunity to engage with this client group on their own turf, in their own space, at their own behest and in a way that mitigates some of the barriers to traditional mental health support. 
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So, using their devices to access mental health support removes a host of barriers including but not limited to the ones listed here…
	Social anxiety	

	Fear of being judged	

	The stigma of seeking help

	The risk of being seen or overheard

	Worry about parents knowing

	Concern over confidentiality

	Having to go somewhere

	Financial worries
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The key word that comes up again and again in the research I studied is SAFETY.
The anonymity of text-only counselling offers a sense of safety.
Being unseen 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 up to 25% of young people who experience social difficulties, text-only makes a huge difference.
Discussing problems online can be less overwhelming than a face to face or spoken encounter. 
The invisibility allows users to hide their emotional state; the counsellor only has the words to respond to. This absence of judgement adds to the sense of safety and encourages openness.
Being invisible also means clients can close the conversation at any time without any of the difficulty or awkwardness there would be 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.
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Of course there are also downsides with text-based counselling.
For some users, the lack of face-to-face contact can be a bad thing, making it harder to build trust.
Having no visual cues cuts both ways, it also means clients can’t assess the counsellor, get a feel for them as a person or a sense of their mood.
Typing can be a good or a bad thing. The ability to take time choosing words and the ability to delete things are welcomed but the process inevitably slows things down and for some, reading large blocks of text can be off-putting.
Misunderstandings and misinterpretations are common with text-based counselling. For this reason, it’s not always suitable for those at high risk.
And, also related to safeguarding… the invisibility that is such an appeal for young people also has the downside that it may leave professionals unable to escalate concerns.
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Measuring the effectiveness of counselling is and always will be controversial. These kinds of findings are critical for services which rely on funding, they have to prove they’re worthwhile.
One of the papers I looked at was a large-scale analysis of more than 23,000 clients of an online mental health support service called Kooth. 
The authors analysed information which the service routinely collected to establish how much the clients improved. 
Most of the clients, three quarters, only had one session therefore were excluded from this element because it requires a score based on how the clients feel at the start to compare with how they feel at the end.
As you can see, the results are not as good as might be hoped. The 11–18-year-old age group fared worse than the 17–25-year-olds. Crucially, the effectiveness of the outcomes increased when YP engaged for at least 7 sessions (0.38 and 0.58 respectively).
Only one of the papers of the six I used for this research used quantitative, statistical data in this way, the others took a qualitative, experience and understanding led approach.
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Other findings that are worthy of mention include how common it was for young clients to only take part in one session. It’s not possible to know if this experience alleviated their distress or if they didn’t like the experience. This is an area where more research could be done to find out and to consider how to make sure single session interventions are as effective as possible.
The research covers a broad range of ages from 10 to 25, from pre-pubescent children to adults with jobs, families and responsibilities. The average age of clients across all 6 papers was 17. Of the 23,260 service users of Kooth studied, only 3% were aged over 21. This could be a gap in terms of access, it could be because the service is mainly advertised in schools, or it could be because this age group is catered for elsewhere. Either way, it would be useful to know to make sure services are targeted as effectively as possible.
Only two of the six papers included participants with non-typical gender identification and one of these noted that those aged 10-15 in this group experienced particularly high levels of distress. 
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So far so good, we’ve seen the pros and cons of text-based counselling, the need for it, the demand for it, but there’s an elephant in the room and it’s this…
80% of the services user across all the studies reviewed were female meaning that text-based counselling is not reaching boys and young men.
All the papers acknowledge this and describe it as consistent with existing research but they don’t offer any suggestions as to how to resolve it which is something that needs to be looked at urgently.
We know that men are far less likely to access mental health support than women and we know that three times as many men as women die each year by suicide.
Something is going on and that needs to be looked at, studied, understood and steps taken.
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While the papers don’t offer specific ideas about the lack of male engagement, it is one of the things listed. As you can see, I’ve clustered the recommendations from the papers under headings: research, technology, training and general. I think perhaps the most important areas are to seek to engage the substantial numbers who currently do not and to look at overall effectiveness especially in regard to very short interventions.
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Finally, a brief summary.
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.
For some, text-based counselling can provide a crucial first experience of mental health support. Time will tell if it operates as a kind of stepping stone, destigmatising and making users more likely to access face-to-face services in the future. 
Text-based counselling is helping make counselling accessible to a crucial group.
So far, it’s measurable effect size is small and it’s failing to reach boys and young men.
Its potential is almost limitless and will inevitably be informed by AI in the near future.
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Thank you for your attention, any questions?


