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Launching Online Group Counseling
By Barb Veder and Kelly Beaudoin

The digital world touches 
almost every aspect of 
people’s lives, both at 

home and in the workplace. As 
creative minds continue to build 
technology-driven solutions, once 
seemingly permanent barriers to 
information, products, and servic-
es are disappearing. Such is the 
case in Employee and Family 
Assistance Programs (EFAP), 
where the scope and accessibility 
of services have greatly increased 
with digital technology. 

Online Group Counseling, a 
recently introduced service in 
EFAP, blends the benefits of group 
counseling with the accessibility 
and anonymity possible through 
digital access. In this type of coun-
seling, participants discuss a similar 

issue(s) with a counselor in group 
meetings and benefit from having a 
shared experience, building rela-
tionships, and gaining encourage-
ment from others. Creating groups 
online means that participants are 
able to anonymously access support 
via their smartphone, tablet, or 
computer, whenever and wherever 
they like.

The clinical value of therapeutic 
group solutions has been consis-
tently proven over time. 
Researchers have discovered that 
in group counseling:

v Topics of discussion can be 
quite broad. Group counseling is 
inclusive. Regardless of the cause, 
members of a group focused on 
reducing anxiety, for example, can 
draw benefits from this form of 
counseling.

v Group dynamics inspire 
confidence and validation, and 
encourage learning. Individual 
members of a group influence each 
other’s behavior and thinking. 
Research suggests that groups 
derive their strength from the shar-
ing of experiences as members 
benefit from a safe environment 
where they experience support, 
self-assurance, understanding, val-
idation, and encouragement from 

one another. In a group setting, 
participants learn from similar 
experiences and internalize new 
ways of thinking. These dynamics 
not only influence learning pat-
terns within the group, they also 
carry over to the relationships that 
individuals have outside of coun-
seling. The circle of influence of 
the group is larger than the con-
text in which it exists...
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Legal Lines

‘Ban the Box’ Could  
Change Hiring Procedures

An estimated 92% of employ-
ers require applicants to 
reveal whether they have a 

criminal background. However, a 
new social justice movement is 
gaining momentum as it is asking 
employers to “ban the box” and 
remove questions about past crimi-
nal behavior from applications. 

“Known as the ‘Ban the Box’ 
movement, or the Fair Chance Act, this 
civil rights issue is gaining steam,” 
says Rob Wilson, CEO of Employco 
USA, “Target ‘banned the box’ in 2013 
and President Obama asked federal 
agencies to ‘ban the box’, as well. The 
idea is that stiffer sentencing and drug 
crimes have greatly increased the num-
ber of people with criminal records, 
and in turn this criminal record makes 
it difficult for them to find work.” 

But not everyone is pleased with 
the Fair Chance Act. “In the wake of 
workplace violence tragedies, the idea 
of ditching criminal background ques-
tions seems circumspect to many peo-
ple. It is estimated that 1.7 million 
people are injured each year as a result 
of workplace violence, and critics fear 
that banning the box will only make 
this number higher,” says Wilson. 

The employment expert explains 
that banning the box doesn’t mean 
that employers have no rights when 
it comes to establishing a person’s 
character and mental health.

“In most states, you can do a 
criminal background check on 
your applicant after a tentative 
offer has been made,” says Wilson. 
“But instead of banning people 
outright, you will have time to 

interview them and find out who 
they really are, rather than be dis-
suaded by a checked box that 
won’t tell you the whole story.”

However, Wilson believes ban-
ning the box could potentially give 
rise to a host of issues. 

“Possible safety concerns are only 
the beginning. Not only do criminal 
background laws vary from state to 
state, but they even vary from city to 
city. Employers will have much 
more legwork when it comes to stay-
ing on top of changing legislation, 
and they will also have to grapple 
with potential litigation and penal-
ties. This is why many employers 
will likely opt to outsource their hir-
ing to employment firms, as it will 
be more cost-effective and it will 
remove the legal headaches.” 

19 years 

of service!

Time Management

Run More Effective Meetings in 2016
v Review the invite list. Limit 

attendees to those participants who 
have a stake in the outcome of the 
items on the agenda. Indicating 
“required” versus “optional” atten-
dance lets employees know when 
their participation and input is nec-
essary and can help them prioritize 
their time.

v Keep on track. Good leaders 
ensure the agenda and any sup-
porting materials are accessible 
and publicized in advance, and 
that the discussion remains 

focused. Be prepared to cut off or 
table an unrelated conversation 
until a future date.

v Plan accordingly. If it’s an 
in-person meeting, make sure there 
are enough seats in the room for 
everyone. Leave time for setup 
and pre-meeting technological 
challenges that may arise.

v Monitor time. Keep it short 
and sweet. If a typical meeting is 
booked for an hour each week, but it 
usually lasts 30 minutes, reconsider 

rethinking the time allotted. If there 
isn’t much to discuss, consider using 
email or a memo as an alternative to 
a meeting.

v Finish strong. If anyone leaves 
the meeting wondering what the next 
steps are, you haven’t done your job 
in leading the meeting. Allow time 
for people to ask questions, and 
determine who has responsibility for 
each follow-up item. 

Source: Robert Half Management  
Resources (www.roberthalf.com).
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v An individual’s flexibility is 
developed. Whether participating 
as a passive observer or an active 
participant in role-playing exer-
cises and feedback, individuals are 
exposed to multiple social situa-
tions, nurturing their ability to be 
open to new interactions and help-
ing them develop flexibility in 
their points of view and situational 
responses.

v Following a specific theory 
ensures that the group functions 
properly. Group counseling follow-
ing a specific model that encourages 
an atmosphere of engagement is uni-
fying. Moreover, in matters of con-
tention suggested solutions are more 
readily accepted and group cohesion 
is formed. In a best case scenario, an 
underlying group theory that is 
“intertwined with group purpose and 
leader techniques” should be used.

v Cognitive Behavior 
Therapy continues to prove its 
effectiveness. Cognitive Behavior 
Therapy (CBT) is one such estab-
lished base, its efficacy has been 
proven by rigorous testing and 
study. CBT focuses on developing 
new responses to situations by 
breaking down a person’s reaction 
to stimuli. It then helps the indi-
vidual create and adopt a positive 
response, such as goal setting, to 
replace negative behaviors that 
inhibit that person’s ability to 
adjust to a particular situation.

v Cognitive Behavior Group 
Therapy has shown favorable 
treatment outcomes. Akin to 
CBT, Cognitive Behavior Group 
Therapy (CBGT) encourages posi-
tive outcomes in treating topic-
driven groups. Studies on social 
anxiety disorder show that in some 
cases, CBT and CBGT’s outcomes 
are more effective than medica-
tion-based treatment. In one recent 

study on using CBGT to treat anx-
iety about one’s health, the more 
pronounced symptoms that indi-
vidual group members displayed 
upon entering treatment, the higher 
the clinical value they experienced 
or the better the success.

v A BCBT group approach is 
being used in the military. Using 
what he coined Brief Cognitive 
Behavior Therapy (BCBT), researcher 
David M. Rudd used a group method 
of counseling to address suicide pre-
vention. He identified soldiers as 
unique in suicidal thoughts because 
of three key factors: 1) they are 
exposed to intense violent events that 
can perpetuate unique trauma, 2) they 
have access to weapons, and 3) they 
have limited access to prolonged psy-
chotherapy while in combat. Rudd 
states that BCBT is not considered a 
stand-alone treatment but one that is 
supportive of other therapeutic goals 
as it specifically isolates suicidal ten-
dencies of the individual until other 
forms of psychological treatment 
become available. This demonstrates 
the value that short-term CBT con-
tributes to overall treatment of mental 
health issues.

Digital Group Counseling –  
Why Now?

v A desire for anonymity is 
driving the development of digital 
mental health solutions. When a 
preference for anonymity over 
face-to-face encounters exists, it 
often prevents an individual from 
getting the care they need. While 
psychological digital services are 
not for everyone, research contin-
ues to cite online programs’ posi-
tive clinical results, including their 
ability to reach individuals who 
otherwise would not seek support.

v Online identities foster a 
sense of freedom. A clear example 
occurs in digital chat exchanges, 

wherein individuals may disclose 
information about themselves 
more easily due to a sense of 
unrecognizability. This allows par-
ticipants to express emotions or 
thoughts that they may not other-
wise share. Individuals who dem-
onstrate a preference for digital 
solutions, however, must still be 
assessed to ensure that it is the 
appropriate solution to their unique 
circumstances. 
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In the News

Morneau Shepell 
Acquires BDA

Morneau Shepell, a leading 
provider of employee assis-
tance programs (EAPs), 

human resources consulting and tech-
nology, announced that it has com-
pleted the acquisition of Bensinger, 
DuPont & Associates (BDA), a leader 
in problem gambling services, drug 
testing management and EAPs. 

“This acquisition affirms our com-
mitment to expand our operations 
and service offerings globally, with a 
particular emphasis on the US mar-
ket,” said Stephen Liptrap, Executive 
Vice President, Morneau Shepell. 
“Workplace issues are increasingly 
complex and organizations are look-
ing to experts for assistance. As a 
result of this deal, we are pleased to 
welcome a talented team of special-
ists who will help drive our contin-
ued growth and meet the unique and 

ever-evolving needs of our clients.”
Peter Bensinger and Dr. Robert 

DuPont are known for their influ-
ence on national drug, behavioral 
health and employment policy in the 
US. Peter Bensinger, former admin-
istrator of the US Drug Enforcement 
Administration, is staying on at 
BDA as a consultant for two years 
to support the transition. 

“Joining Morneau Shepell is a 
solid step forward for the growth of 
our company, the services we provide 
our clients and for increased opportu-
nity for our employees,” said Peter 
Bensinger, President and Chief 
Executive Officer, Bensinger, DuPont 
& Associates. “It represents a good fit 
in values and will let us expand our 
service offerings with Morneau 
Shepell’s clinical best practices, tech-
nology and worldwide presence.” 

Whether individuals choose in-
person or online counseling, the 
goal is to provide them with the 
highest standards of clinical care.

Summary
Organizations that offer an online 

counseling program as part of their 
EFAP can be considered trendsetters 
in the field of employee health and 
wellness. By providing another ave-
nue for employees to access support, 
employers are able to reach more 
individuals seeking help, assist them 
in getting the treatment they need, 
and even attract new users to com-
pany-provided EFAP services, con-
tributing to a healthier and more 
productive workforce. 

Barb Veder, MSW, RSW, is the Vice Presi-
dent of Clinical Services and Research 
Lead with the Canadian-based Morneau 
Shepell, considered a leading pioneer in 
delivering alternative EAP counseling 
modalities. For a list of references used 
in this article, contact Barb at bveder@
sheppell.com. Kelly Beaudoin, BA, is  
the Clinical Communications Manager 
with Shepell.

Workplace Survey

Social Media Training Found Lacking

A survey from the Society  
for Human Resource 
Management (SHRM) 

shows that few employees tasked 
with social media duties are 
trained to do so by their employer. 

The Social Media in the 
Workplace survey shows that 73% 
of employers do not provide social 
media training to employees 
engaged in social media outreach to 
external audiences. Twenty-seven 
percent of employers do provide 
such training.

The survey defined social net-
working services and multimedia 
platforms to include Facebook, 
LinkedIn, Twitter, and YouTube. 
Also included is MySpace, 
Foursquare, Second Life, photo-
sharing applications, and video-
sharing sites other than YouTube.

Those organizations that use 
social media tend to use four sites: 
Facebook (45%); LinkedIn (34%); 
Twitter (28%); and YouTube (18%).

Most human resource professionals 
report social media to be a “somewhat 

effective” mechanism. Similarly, a 
notable amount reports it to be “nei-
ther effective nor ineffective.”

The lack of social media training 
may explain the low marks for 
effectiveness. Few human resources 
professionals rated social media a 
“very effective” mechanism for 
achieving goals such as sharing con-
tent, improving brand awareness, or 
increasing website traffic. 

Source: SHRM Social Media in the Workplace 
Poll, Part 3.

Launching... cont’d from Page 3
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v Digital counseling addresses 
the stigma of treatment and in some 
cases an absence of counselors. 
Digital delivery of mental health 
services has been proven to address 
many of the restrictions that occur 
in traditional EFAP access, and 
without a discernible impact on the 
success of the counseling.

Digital Counseling isn’t Always 
the Best Choice

A person who is experiencing 
high-risk symptoms must be con-
nected with intervening support 
immediately. Also, in-person and 
online counseling differs when it 
comes to patient interaction. For 
instance, ongoing supervision of 
participants is needed while 
maintaining the structure of the 
group to avoid impact on other 
participants.

While an atmosphere of ano-
nymity is paramount to online 
group counseling success, ano-
nymity also has potential draw-
backs, including an increased risk 
of individuals unleashing negative 
comments, which could lead to the 
development of a negative envi-
ronment for other members. While 
participants’ identities cannot be 
recognized in the online group, the 
counselor still has tools to track 
each individual for ongoing prog-
ress and risk assessment and to 
mediate group interactions. 

Ease of Use is Vital
Regardless of the digital plat-

form, online group counseling must 
be easy to navigate and clinically 
valuable to prevent attrition. The 
initial assessment and ongoing 
monitoring of an individual must 
identify risk factors, set expecta-
tions, and connect them with appro-
priate care in a timely manner.

Identification by first names only 
in the online group, whether the 
name is real or fictitious, maintains 

Editor’s Notebook

online means that participants are 
able to anonymously access sup-
port via their smartphone, tablet, 
or computer, whenever and wher-
ever they like.”

Of course even the most conve-
nient service imaginable would 
mean little if there weren’t any 
clinical benefits. However the 
authors stress that while, “psycho-
logical digital services are not for 
everyone, research continues to 
cite online programs’ positive clini-
cal results, including their ability to 
reach individuals who otherwise 
would not seek support.”

Perhaps online group counsel-
ing is something your EAP will 
consider. Until next time.

Mike Jacquart, Editor
(715) 258-2448

mike.jacquart@impacttrainingcenter.net

Counseling cli-
ents has always 
been an important 
part of EAP work, 
but for years face-

to-face meetings was the only 
choice available – an option that 
seems increasingly difficult to 
arrange with the busy lives people 
lead today. As well as the time fac-
tor, geographic barriers can also 
make in-person appointments hard 
to set up, especially in rural areas.

Enter the digital age with plat-
forms such as video and … 
Online Group Counseling devel-
oped by Morneau Shepell, a pio-
neer in alternative EAP counseling 
methods. As explained in this 
month’s cover article, this new 
service “blends the benefits of 
group counseling with the accessi-
bility and anonymity possible 
through digital access.” The 
authors add that, “Creating groups 

anonymity. Linking these names to 
the participant’s offline record:

• Provides contact and assess-
ment information; and

• Enables the facilitator to track 
progress and identify an individ-
ual who may require assistance 
outside the group setting – but 
without impacting the group or 
compromising anonymity. 

Facilitators must have a clear 
risk triage path as a critical, docu-
mented component of best prac-
tices for online group counseling.

Digital Services are here NOW
Technological breakthroughs 

dictate that digital offerings, rather 
than being a “future possibility,” 
be immediately linked with any 
and all new service developments.

Consequently, online group 
counseling grounded in Cognitive 
Behavior Therapy and best prac-
tices of digital behavioral health, 
and complemented by digital ano-
nymity, has the potential to:

• Reach a wider audience;
• Offer earlier support; and
• Provide positive clinical out-

comes to participants.

Many EFAP providers recog-
nize the exciting opportunities 
group counseling offers, but have 
stumbled over how to preserve 
anonymity. Morneau Shepell’s 
established leadership and experi-
ence in digital health enables the 
extension of these services to 
offer online group counseling. 

Launching... cont’d from Page 2
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Clinical Perspective

Working the Graveyard Shift can Kill

According to a study in the 
British Medical Journal, 
people who work the 

graveyard shift – or alternating 
night-and-day schedules – are 
almost 25% more likely to have a 
heart attack or stroke than those 
who work more regular day shifts.

No one’s sure exactly why the 
graveyard shift is so dangerous, 
but theories include:

v Graveyard shift workers have 
a harder time doing things the rest 
of us take for granted, like running 
errands and finding child care. So, 
stress may be a factor.

v It’s also more difficult for 
people who work unusual hours to 

schedule things like doctor’s 
appointments. In fact, a Harvard 
study found that working nights 
can lower your resting metabolic 
rate by as much as 8%. This means 
that shift workers are more likely 
to gain weight.

Of course, some people have 
to work nights. If the employees 
of any of your corporate clients 
are among them, encourage these 
workers to do everything possi-
ble to protect their heart. 
Quitting smoking is a no-brainer. 
In addition, they should keep 
their sleeping and eating habits 
as regular as possible (admit-
tedly, this is harder for shift 
workers). They should also 

watch their diet, avoid transfats, 
and exercise every day. 

Additional source: John Tesh: Intelligence 
for Your Life (www.tesh.com). Editor’s 
note: See this month’s Brown Bagger 
insert for more on this topic.

Supporting Our Veterans

‘Moving Forward’ is a Helpful Tool

Veterans and service 
members generally do 
well adjusting to civil-

ian life after their military ser-
vice. Sometimes, however, they 
face difficulties with relation-
ships, financial responsibilities, 

and loneliness, along with other 
difficulties related to their 
return home.

The Departments of Defense 
(DoD) and Veterans Affairs (VA) 
developed Moving Forward: 
Overcoming Life’s Challenges to 

help veterans and 
service members 
strengthen prob-
lem-solving skills 
and overcome  
difficulties.

Moving 
Forward is a free, 
confidential, 
online educational 
and life coaching 
program that can 

be used to help anyone with 
stressful problems. Based on evi-
dence-based Problem-Solving 
Therapy, Moving Forward 
teaches skills to identify goals, 
problem solve, reduce stress, and 
increase optimism.

The self-paced online course 
and app allows veterans and ser-
vice members to take the eight 
module training at their conve-
nience. EAP providers may con-
sider referring veterans and service 
members to Moving Forward to 
bolster problem solving and offer 
additional support. Moving 
Forward can be found at www.
veterantraining.va.gov/apps/ 
movingforward. 
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On the Job

More Cancer Survivors  
Returning to Work

With more people living and 
working longer, and medi-
cal treatments becoming 

ever more effective, an increasing 
number of cancer patients are return-
ing to work after taking long-term-
disability leaves for treatment.

“Years ago, if you had cancer, 
you very likely weren’t coming 
back to work,” says Robert Jacob, 
a director of health and productiv-
ity for Chattanooga, Tenn.-based 
Unum, a disability-benefit pro-
vider. “Now, with baby boomers 
[staying in the workforce] longer 
and with advances in treatment 
and early detection, more ques-
tions surrounding cancer and the 
workplace have evolved.”

“Cancer is a disease of the 21st 
century,” says Helen Darling, pres-
ident and CEO of the Washington-
based NBGH. “It is important that 
employers educate their beneficia-
ries about preventable forms of 
cancer. Moreover, employers need 
to implement strategies to manage 
and support employees who are 
diagnosed with cancer and also 
provide programs and services 
aimed at employee caregivers.”

One huge challenge facing HR 
and benefits professionals is how 
best to implement the different 
types of leave needed to keep can-
cer patients as productive as possi-
ble for as long as possible. 

Already, cancer is the second-
leading cause of long-term disability 
and the sixth-leading cause of short-
term disability in the United States, 
according to the American Cancer 
Society. At Unum, cancer has been 
the leading cause of long-term dis-
ability claims for a decade, accord-
ing to its latest data from 2010.

But with more cancer survivors 
wanting to return to work, inter-
mittent leave becomes far more 
crucial for their mental and psy-
chological health, as well as physi-
cal, says Darling. “Say a patient 
has breast cancer and has exten-
sive treatment in a short amount of 
time. She’ll be out for many 
months to recuperate. Then she 
gets better and can return, but only 
for awhile [until chemotherapy or 
radiation ensues] because the treat-
ment is so toxic.”

According to Jacob, the key is 
to remain flexible yet consistent 
in how intermittent leave is han-
dled, and to make sure the psy-
chological impact of the disease 
is being treated as well. 
(According to numerous sources, 
depression and cancer often occur 
simultaneously.)

Return-to-work programs, han-
dled correctly, taking into account 
a company’s demographics and all 
other trends and costs, can actually 

boost the bottom line in terms of 
productivity, absenteeism, presen-
teeism and more, he says. 

Sources: Human Resource Executive Online, 
Employee Assistance Professionals Associa-
tion. Editor’s note: Based on a presentation 
at EAPA’s 2015 World EAP Conference in 
San Diego, EAR plans on publishing an 
article on this important topic this year.
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Conflict Management
High Conflict Institute
www.highconflictinstitute.com

This institute offers seminars, 
training and consultation to orga-
nizations and professionals han-
dling high conflict situations in 
any setting, including legal, work-
place, healthcare and others. 

Domestic Violence
National Coalition Against 
Domestic Violence
www.ncadv.org

This organization works to 
eliminate domestic violence and 
empower battered women and 
children. Links include tips on get-
ting help, news and updates, inter-
national organizations, and more. 

Domestic Violence
Safe at Work Coalition
www.safeatworkcoalition.org

This organization offers guide-
lines for assisting employee victims 
of domestic violence – as well as 
providing guidance to companies 
wishing to develop and implement 
programs and policies around 
employee and workplace safety.

Financial Wellness
CareConnect USA
www.careconnectusa.org

Financial wellness is becoming 
an increasingly requested EAP  
service, and this site can help. 
Helplines and tax debt and  
mortgage relief are among the 
resources offered. A trusted 
helplines app is even available.

Financial Wellness
Feed the Pig
www.feedthepig.org

As in “feed your piggy bank,” this 
site is designed to help users think 

through spending and savings habits 
and identify ways to start saving and 
commit to making financial changes.

Mental Health
International Society for Mental 
Health Online
www.ismho.org

This is an international commu-
nity exploring and promoting men-
tal health in the digital age. 
Members meet online to discuss 
current issues and collaborate on 
projects to further its mission.

Substance Abuse
Addiction Inbox
http://addiction-dirkh.blogspot.com

This site features articles and 
health studies about drugs, addiction, 
and alcoholism, including the most 
recent scientific and medical findings.

Substance Abuse
Addiction Search
www.addictionsearch.com

This comprehensive site offers a 
list of treatment providers, recovery 
blog, hotlines, FAQs, and more.

Substance Abuse
National Institute on Drug Abuse
www.drugabuse.gov/related-topics/
treatment

The National Institute on Drug 
Abuse has developed step-by-step 
guides for people with loved ones 
who might have an addiction prob-
lem, or for individuals looking to 
help themselves. They are in a 
simple “Q and A” format, and 
include easy-to-understand videos.

Workplace Communication
Geoffrey Tumlin
www.tumlin.com

Via articles and a book, Tumlin 
explains that a tech-centered view 

of communication encourages us 
to expect too much from our 
devices and too little from each 
other, challenging readers how to 
turn around this trend.

Workplace Wellness
Cancer and Careers
www.cancerandcareers.org

This nonprofit helps patients, 
survivors, healthcare professionals 
and employers navigate the practi-
cal and legal issues common after 
a cancer diagnosis.

Workplace Wellness
Grief in the Workplace
www.griefintheworkplace.com

This site offers a wealth of 
knowledge and experience to 
support companies that have 
experienced a death or signifi-
cant illness at work.

Workplace Wellness
Griefwork Center
www.griefworkcenter.com

This site, run by an organizational 
wellness expert, offers numerous 
resources designed to help those 
who may be experiencing compas-
sion fatigue.

Workplace Wellness
Work-Life Balance
www.worklifebalance.com

This company, a leader in 
work-life balance solutions, uses 
measured results from its ongo-
ing programs to demonstrate that 
taking care of associates by 
developing their work and life 
skills significantly impacts key 
business objectives, including 
productivity, customer service 
and profitability. 

Important Websites
Web Watch at Work


