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ven though most EAPs
today have some kind
of website presence, the

use of online or web-based tools
for the delivery of clinical ser-
vices between EAP counselors
and employees is far less com-
mon (Richard, 2009). However,
e-therapy 1s advancing as a new
practice model with early users
being more prevalent among
Canadian EAPs (Parnass et al.,
2008; Wittes & Speyer, 2009).
One reason that e-therapy is

likely to continue to grow 1s due
to the strong research support
that has emerged over the last
decade that provides evidence of
its clinical effectiveness, particu-
larly for common types of mild
to moderate mental cases that
are often appropriate for EAP
counseling services. This article
provides a summary of some of
this research and what it means

for the EAP field.

What is E-Therapy?
Technological forms of mental
health and addiction treatment
are now widely available and are
referenced by a variety of names:
online therapy, cybercounseling,
e-counseling, Internet-based ther-
apy, among others (Christensen
& Hickie, 2010). Online therapy
has been defined as “any type
of professional therapeutic

| JOURNAL OF EMPLOYEE ASSISTANCE | 4th Quarter 2011 |

interaction that makes use of
the Internet to connect qualified
mental health professionals and
their clients” (Rochlen, Zack &
Speyer, 2004).

The majority of online therapy
today takes place via e-mail.
E-mail 1s “asynchronous,” mean-
ing that communication does not
take place in “real time” but rather
in delayed exchanges between
client and the therapist as they
respond to one another — often
within several days from the last
contact. The practice of online
therapy using synchronous live
exchanges 1s not as prevalent.
This format takes place in “real
time,” often using chat-based com-
puter interfaces (e.g., via Instant
Messaging - IM) or specialized
website tools (e.g., via Skype and
others) for live video-conferencing
sessions between client and coun-
selor (Richardson et al., 2009).

Other applications in this
area feature the interaction of
multiple clients at the same time
for supportive group therapy.
with the interaction man-
aged by a counselor (Griffiths,
Crisp, Christensen, Mackinnon
& Bennett, 2010). As a result,

a variety of Internet-based
approaches for the clinical
treatment of mental health
and substance abuse disorders
offer promising alternative and

The Emerging Role of E-Therapy

Online Services Proving to be Effective

“...a growing body of international research indicates that Internet-based delivery of mental
health psychotherapy services are actually as effective as traditional face-to-face treatment. ...”

supportive methods for more
commonly used in-person and
telephonic modalities.

Is it Effective?

Perhaps contrary to current
opinion among more tradition-
ally trained clinicians, a growing
body of international research
indicates that Internet-based
delivery of mental health psy-
chotherapy services 1s actually
as effective as traditional face-
to-face treatment conducted
in clinical offices for many
common mental health condi-
tions. There have been more
than one dozen studies using a
randomized control trial (RCT)
experimental research design that
have tested the general clinical
effectiveness of Internet-based
therapy approaches (Griffiths &
Christensen, 2006). There are
also twice as many additional
studies that have been performed
using a variety of less rigorous
research designs. All told, the
general finding from these stud-
ies 1s of positive clinical results,
with many on par with traditional
studies of in-person therapy (see
reviews by Barak, Hen, Boniel-
Nissim & Shapira, 2008; Reger
& Gahm, 2009; Rochlen, Zack &
Speyer, 2004).

For example, in one meta-
analytic review of 12 studies
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involving over 2,000 individual
cases, the effect sizes for Internet
interventions were mostly n

the medium size range of 0.20

to 0.50, which is similar to that
often found in outcome studies of
face-to-face (FTF) therapy (Spek
et al., 2007). A second example
specific to EAP comes from a
recent Canadian study of EAP
clients who were first assessed
by telephone for risk and appro-
priateness and then assigned to
either FTF or online counsel-
ing, which found no differences
in clinical outcome measures
between the two therapy modali-
ties (Murphy et al., 2009).

The accompanying table on
this page describes a major study
using an RTC design that was
published in the prestigious sci-
entific journal, The Lancet.

These studies demonstrate that
[nternet-based clinical interventions
are often able to produce favorable
behavioral changes for a variety
of mental health conditions. These
kinds of services also are uniquely
appealing as an access point for
professional care for some people
who may otherwise go untreated
because they do not like certain
aspects of FTF therapy and for
those who already trust and use
technology as an everyday part of
their lives (Leibert & Archer, 2000:
Young, 2005).

What is Appropriate for
E-Therapy?

Most of the research on the
effectiveness of e-therapy has
focused on patients suffering
from depression and has tested
the use of cognitive behavioral
therapy (CBT) (Andersson, 2009).
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Research Study Example of
Internet Treatment for Depression

A large RCT test was conducted in the general practice health
care system in Great Britain (Kessler et al., 2009). It used
an online, real-time CBT intervention for 113 patients, who
were compared to 97 cases with care provided by a general
medical practitioner. In this study, an in-person assessment
of diagnosis and symptom severity was made, followed by a
series of ten hour-long sessions of online text-based interac-
tion with a therapist. After treatment, the number of patients
whose depression symptoms improved was significantly
higher in the online treatment group (38%) than in the usual
care control group (23%). This effect was retained at the
8-month follow-up (42% and 26% respectively).

Positive clinical outcomes for
e-therapy have also been obtained
for patients with disorders other
than depression, including:

e Anxiety (Reger & Gahm,
2009);

e Eating disorders
(Winzelberg et al., 2000):

e Panic disorder (Wims,
Titov, Andrews & Choi,
2010);

e Post-traumatic stress disor-
der (Litz, Engel, Bryant &
Papa, 2007); and

e Social phobias (Titov,
Andrews, Choi, Schwencke
& Mahoney, 2008).

However, cases involving the
potential for crisis or suicide are nof
appropriate for online treatment.

Why is it Effective?

Given the lack of verbal and
non-verbal interaction between
the therapist and client, some
may wonder how e-mail and

related online forms of e-therapy
can be effective. Obvious ben-
efits include the ease of access,
low or no cost, and sense of pri-
vacy that overcomes the stigma
of going to a counselor’s office
— and yet these same benefits are
shared by telephonic counseling.
However, one of the reasons for
the success of e-mail therapy

is due to the therapeutic role of
writing that is involved and the
investment of time required for
personal reflection (Heyman &
Speyer, 2010). In addition, there
is also the reinforcement of get-
ting prompt feedback from one’s
therapist and the tangible value
of having actual written notes of
the issue and the clinical advice
that can be referred to when one
confronts problems or at-risk
situations in the future.

Implications for
EAP Clinical Staff

As with any advancement
in clinical care, there are
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important ethical, professional,
and pragmatic issues that must be
addressed. Providing e-therapy is
not the same as providing in-per-
son or telephonic therapy. Many
scholars have recognized the need
for specialized clinical training
and technical skills required for
effective and ethical use of the
Internet for mental health care
delivery (Murphy, MacFadden &
Mitchell, 2008). Clinicians pro-
viding e-therapy must also follow
ethical guidelines as they apply

to these new delivery modalities
(Fisher & Fried, 2003). Please see
the table at the end of this article
for a listing of resources.

Finally, there is the impor-
tant implication of licensing to
consider in provding e-therapy
services. According to the EAPA
ethical guidelines (London,
Nagel & Anthony, 2011), the
geographical location of an EA
professional should be clearly
stated 1n the Informed Consent
language. If the EA clinician is
licensed within a specific juris-
diction, the statement of under-
standing that is shared with the
client should state that the client
understands that the services are
provided under the laws or juris-
diction of the relevant country,
state or region where the coun-
selor resides.

Summary

Research indicates that
Internet-based methodologies can
be effectively used either as an
alternative access route to mental
health care or as a supplemental
form of care. Certain sub-popu-
lations of employees and family
members are also receptive to
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using technology-based mental
health care services. Internet
tools and wireless applications
are becoming more sophisticated
and safer for clinical use.

As a result, 1t 1s time for EAPs
to consider engaging their orga-
nizational clients in discussions
about how to go beyond just hav-
ing a website with educational
resources to also offering the
option of technology-based men-
tal health treatment services. <
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Resources on Internet-based
Mental Health Treatment:
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Springfield, IL: Charles C. Thomas.
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guide for clinical practice. Cambridge, MA: Author.

Jones, G., & Stokes, A. (2009). Online counseling: A
handbook for practitioners. New York: Palgrave MacMillan.

Kraus, R., Zack, J., & Strickler, G. (Eds.). (2004). Online
counseling: A handbook for mental health professionals.
New York: Elsevier Academic Press.

Suler, J. (2009). The psychology of cyberspace. Online book
available at:http://www-usr.rider.edu/~suler/psycyber/psycyber.htmi

PECIAL ISSUES OF JOURNALS
Annals of Behavioral Medicine, 2009, Volume 38, Issue 1

Counselling, Psychotherapy, and Health, 2009, Volume 5,
Issue 1

Journal of Clinical Psychology, 2004, Volume 60, Issues 2-3.

Psychotherapy: Theory, Research, and Practice, 2003,
Volume 40, Issues 1-2

WEBSITES

Research publications at e-hub e-mental Health Research
& Development (Australian National University).
Website: http://ehub.anu.edu.au/publications.php

Online Therapy Institute and TILT Magazine
(Therapeutic Innovations in Light of Technology).
Website: http://www.onlinetherapyinstitute.com/
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