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What is the issue? 

Young people are making increased use of social media technologies to communicate 

with each other, but also to seek information and reach out for help from professionals.  Young 

people indicate the #1 reason for not reaching out for help when they need it is because of lack 

of confidentiality and having control of their situation taken away from them by well-meaning 

adults.1  The perceived increased anonymity of texting and “Live Chat” media provides feelings 

of control and privacy for young people who may otherwise decide not to reach out for 

information and help.  Professionals who communicate with youth in text-based environments 

require evidence-based best practices to help them form healthy helping relationships and 

scaffold2 effective counselling/therapeutic interventions using these media. 

 
Why is this important? 

Whether, as a helping professional, you grew up in a world using current technology 

(digital native) or had to learn technology as an adult (digital immigrant), the youth you 

communicate with on social media will be more adept at it than you by virtue of simply being 

younger than you.  Many helping professionals (especially those who offer counselling or 

psychotherapy) are accustomed to seeing youth face-to-face and benefiting from visual cues 

(e.g., facial expressions, gestures, posture, clothing, etc…) that provide context around the 

problem or situation being discussed by youth.  Professionals are also accustomed to benefiting 

from non-verbal vocalizations that help them negotiate moment-to-moment ruptures and repairs 

in the therapeutic alliance.  These cues are missing in text-based interventions and therefore 

professionals require support to learn to communicate effectively with youth in these 

environments.  At Kids Help Phone, it was found that most young people seeking help using 

online “Live Chat” were struggling with clinically relevant symptoms of depression and anxiety.3  

When youth are struggling with these mental health syndromes, they are prone to use 

communication styles that make it difficult to have healthy online interactions.  For example, 

these youth may be inclined to perceive statements that are positive or neutral as negative, 

which in turn deepens their feelings of depression or anxiety.  These negative attribution styles 

increase the chances of misunderstanding their counsellors and therapists – and of being 

misunderstood themselves.  Given that young people demonstrate preferences for seeking help 

using text-based media, it is vitally important that helping professionals understand these 
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communication pitfalls and learn how to be skilled communicators in the therapeutic online 

environments. 

 
What did the researcher do? 

During a large-scale evaluation of “Live Chat” services in 2014, our researcher examined 

the transcripts of “Live Chat” therapeutic sessions that were considered the most successful and 

least successful counselling interventions (top and bottom 10% from the evaluation).  “Live 

Chat” transcripts were examined using the Collaborative Interactions Scale4 – a coding scheme 

designed to determine the quality of the therapeutic relationship based on the communication 

styles of clients and the responses of counsellors/therapists when faced with ruptures in the 

therapeutic alliance.  The researcher identified communication styles and patterns associated 

with the ability to maintain and repair the therapeutic relationship in a text-based environment.  

 
What did the researcher find? 

Successful counselling/therapy sessions in the “Live Chat” environment were associated 

with counsellors who skilfully demonstrated 5 factors of successful therapeutic alliance5 6: 

warmth, empathy, genuineness, trustworthiness, and attentiveness - in the text-based 

environment.  The communication of the 5 factors was successful when counsellors/therapists 

were aware of the cognitive distortions associated with depression and anxiety and responded 

through skilful use of the keyboard to clearly communicate their intent and to ensure they were 

being understood.  Effective communication skills in the text-based environment included 

judicious use of formatting, use of emoticons, emotional bracketing, and empathic sustains.7  

Successful counsellors/therapists were able to translate unspoken visual and auditory cues 

easily discerned in the face-to-face therapy to text.  Skilled counsellors/therapists creatively and 

clearly used text to make explicit what was unspoken. 

 
How can you use this research? 

This session will help you to understand how youth struggling with mental health 

problems are likely to communicate on line and how to use text-based media to form helping 

relationships with them as professionals.  Participants will challenge their perceptions of how 

youth present themselves in social media environments and by doing so learn to respond to 

requests for help with genuine empathy rather than with reactions tainted by unexamined 

countertransference.  Participants will develop an awareness of the skills required to 

communicate successfully in text-based environments and consider how they can develop their 
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own personal counselling/therapy style with attention to the communication of warmth, empathy, 

genuineness, trustworthiness, and attentiveness – 5 elements proven to be associated with 

healthy and helpful therapeutic relationships.  Specific keyboarding and communication skills 

such as use of formatting and emoticons, emotional bracketing, and empathic sustains will be 

demonstrated and participants will be asked to reflect upon how to incorporate these skills into 

their own text-based communications.  Participants will also gain a deeper understanding of 

how the communication styles and attribution styles of young people struggling with mental 

health problems such as depression and anxiety present in the text-based environment.  

Participants will consider how they can increase their chances of understanding youth as well as 

being clearly understood by youth using text-based social media. 

 
Additional resources 
www.kidshelpphone.ca  
www.jeunessejecoute.ca  
www.therapyonline.ca 
www.thetypingcat.com 
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