Making the Decision to Try Online Counseling: 
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Some Tips for Consumers
Online counseling can be a very effective way for people to access professional mental health services.  Technology is now available to ensure confidentiality and privacy, and it is often less expensive than traditional psychotherapy.   It is also more convenient for people who do not have access to a counselor, or who have a schedule which makes it difficult to schedule and travel to appointments.  Many people are also a bit embarrassed about talking with a counselor. Unfortunately, there is still a great deal of stigma and misunderstanding about mental illness and emotional health.  

Working with a professional counselor from the privacy of your own home is very appealing to many people, and the field of online counselors seems to be growing rapidly.  I would like to offer a few basic guidelines for those who might be exploring the option of online counseling.     As with any profession, there are some folks out there who are less than ethical, or even outright fraudulent.  To help ensure that you have a positive and helpful experience, it’s important to be informed and know what to look for in an online counselor. 
The Online Counselor MUST: 
· Provide a way for potential clients to verify his/her professional credentials and state licensure (ideally, there should be a link to their state licensure board, or at least a telephone number)
· Provide their real name
· Disclose the city, state and country of their practice
· Provide an e-mail contact and a telephone number
· Identify their credentials—These are some of the common credentials/licensure
LPC = Licensed Professional Counselor

PhD = Doctorate Degree (may or may not be in Psychology)

LCSW = Licensed Clinical Social Worker

CAC= Certified Addictions Counselor

PsyD= Doctorate in Psychology

MD / DO= Medical Doctor—usually a Psychiatrist

· Clearly explain and define the kinds of services offered (e-mail, web cam, telephone, chat or face-to-face counseling)

· Explain how all communications will take place

· Explain and confirm that their site has security features to protect confidentiality (Secure Sockets Layer, encryption, etc)

· Provide clear, unambiguous information about payment and fees for all services

· Acknowledge the limitations of online counseling, and what issues and problem are not suited for online counseling

· Explain your rights and responsibilities as a client

Other Things to Consider:

· Does the counselor talk a bit about their philosophy of counseling and theories they subscribe to? Does this seem to fit and make sense to you?
· What kinds of problems and issues do they have experience in treating? Do they have any specialties?
· In some states, a person can practice as a counselor or psychotherapist without a Masters Degree or a licensure (Colorado is one of those states). I recommend that you seek services only from a licensed provider, with at least a Masters Degree. You will then have some assurance that the person has had adequate training and supervised clinical practice experience.

· Has the counselor ever been sanctioned by their licensing board?  This information can be obtained through the licensing board in their state.

· I think it’s helpful for the counselor to answer any questions you have about online counseling BEFORE you purchase their services.  A brief chat on e-mail or the telephone can also give you a better “feel” for the counselor.

· Does the counselor have a refund policy and is it clearly articulated? 

· Does the counselor belong to any professional organizations (like the American Counseling Association or the American Psychological Association)?  While membership in these organizations is not required, it does indicate some commitment to certain ethical guidelines and an interest in growing as a professional. 
Hope this helps!
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