
The role of  
online services 

Using e-mental health services 
Online training package 

MODULE 1  

Support workers 



Module 1: The role of online services  

Using e-mental health services 
ReachOut.com Professionals Online training 2 

Introduction 

As practitioners, we play a key role in helping young 
people to engage in support and services that they 
need. To do this effectively, we need to consider and 
address some of the challenges faced by our 
profession in the use of online mental health 
support.2 

 

 

 

 

In this module, some of the research will be 
presented to give you a broad understanding of the 
evidence base for the use of online mental health 
services and support. The research presented is not 
intended to provide full coverage of all the existing 
evidence or discourse; it is intended however, to 
provide an overview of the role and benefits of 
online mental health services, the dominant themes 
and findings of existing research and the risks and 
challenges posed to the young person and the 
practitioner. 

 

There is an evidence base spanning over two decades,1 on the benefits and challenges 
of online mental health support. This evidence base continues to grow as 
technologies are being created, utilised and measured by practitioners, researchers 
and young people worldwide.  
 



Understanding benefits + 
managing risks 
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Understanding e-mental health services 

There are a broad range of existing 
online interventions, many of which use 
interchangeable terms that describe 
similar technologies or processes. 

  

 
Some of these terms describe interventions 
in which a therapeutic process is assisted 
by the use of technology, such as: 

▶  e-therapy, or online counselling 

▶  video conferencing 

▶  online communities or chat groups. 

Other terms describe technology which 
delivers the therapeutic support directly, 
such as: 

▶  applications that deliver a program or 
messages to the end user 

▶  static websites or online factsheets. 

See Glossary of Terms for definitions +  
examples of the kinds of interventions  
and technologies currently in use.  

View the 
Glossary 

http://au.professionals.reachout.com/EMHPD-glossary
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Online support can be utilised for the many ‘stages’ of intervention such as 
health promotion, early intervention, treatment and recovery. However, 
research suggests that our competence and skills as practitioners in face-
to-face interactions with young people do not always automatically 
translate into our online service delivery, so we must be mindful of the way 
we approach the utilisation of e-mental health services. 

There are many potential benefits, but also many challenges of using e-
mental health services in your work with young people. The best way for 
practitioners to play a role in guiding the use of online mental health 
support and assisting clients to make informed choices, is for us to learn 
more about the types of support available and to have conversations 
(online or offline) about what clients are accessing or finding helpful 
online.  

The next slides will outline these benefits and challenges, and how to 
manage them as you approach the use of e-mental health services. 

 

Understanding benefits + managing risks 
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Potential benefits of e-mental health services 

The evidence base for the use of online 
mental health interventions cites a broad 
range of benefits, for young people, 
practitioners and mental health care 
providers. 

Some of the most cited benefits include: 
▶  the view that it is a response to the changing needs 

of our clients 3 

▶  it provides a sense of immediacy in  
communication 4 

▶  it can be cost-effective and reach a more diverse 
population, including people living in remote 
locations 1,5 

▶  it can offer an “increased perception of anonymity 
and accessibility for isolated or stigmatised  
groups” 6 

▶  online interventions foster empowerment, which 
aligns with the professional values of social justice 7 

▶  in many cases it is comparable to face-to-face 
service delivery outcomes[8] or provides new 
channels or options for service delivery, particularly 
for what is traditionally termed as ‘outreach’ 
services.1  

 

I am afraid of what people will think 
especially because I have no reason to 
be so upset. Talking to a real person 
would just be too humiliating and I just 
can't say it out loud. I especially don't 
want my parents to know “  
- 17 year old ReachOut.com user from NSW 
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Potential risks to manage 

As with any area of human services 
provision, online mental health support 
poses challenges, questions and risks 
- some familiar and others unique to 
the nature of the medium itself. 

Some of the most commonly cited 
challenges or concerns that the 
research highlights include: 

▶  access to technology (a broader understanding of what 
‘access’ can mean can be found in Steyaert & Gould 9) 

▶  lack of non-verbal or non-text based cues 4,10,11 

▶  privacy and potential breaches of confidentiality 4,12,13,14 

▶  boundary issues or concerns of dual relationships 14,15 

▶  informed consent, authentication of identity of clients / 
practitioners, and legal implications of providing services 
to young people from states or countries which have 
different laws than those of the practitioner 16 

▶  practitioner competence, uncritical use or unsupported 
referral to online support by practitioners 14,17,18 

▶  how support is terminated 13,14 

▶  how we document support provided or offered 14 

▶  a lack of specific updated codes, standards or guidelines 
for online practice by professional bodies. 4 
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The following points for reflection can be used to guide our 
management of potential risks. 
 

▶  Access to technology  

–  Does the young person have physical access?  

–  Does the young person have other factors that limit their access to technology, such as 
literacy, physical disability, privacy to use the technology?  

–  Is varied access (due to problematic internet connection, particularly in rural areas) going 
to impact on service delivery? 
 

Reflection: Managing the risks 
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▶  Lack of non-verbal or non-text based cues   

–  How do you help a young person navigate non-verbal cues when they are using 
online spaces?  

–  Have you discussed how they will navigate possible misunderstandings or what to do 
if they don’t understand the information they have gathered online? 
 

▶  Privacy and potential breaches of confidentiality  

–  How private does the young person think the support offered is i.e. have they looked 
at privacy policies? 

–  Has the young person thought about how they will post on an online community, 
anonymously or otherwise?  

–  Have you talked about how they may handle any breach of confidentiality i.e. how will 
they know, who will they tell?  

–  Is the young person communicating from a private computer that can be accessed by 
family members or friends? 

 

Reflection: Managing the risks 
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▶  Boundary issues or concerns of dual relationships  

–  How do you communicate your boundaries with the young people you are working 
with?  

–  Are you also respecting the online boundaries of the young people you are working 
with?  
 

▶  The nature of consent 

–  Does the young person know what their rights are in relation to accessing this type of 
support?  

–  What is the young person's capacity to understand consent in the format it is 
presented in?  

–  Are young people you work with aware that they may be accessing services from 
geographically diverse locations that have different legislation, laws or policies from 
yours, and that the information provided may be misleading if generalised to their 
area? 

 

 

Reflection: Managing the risks 
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▶  Practitioner competence, use without critical thought, or 
unsupported referral to online support by practitioners  

–  Are you able to access ongoing learning?  

–  Have you visited and do you understand the nature of the online service you are 
referring a young person to?  

–  Is the online service you are referring a young person to offering high quality support, 
accurate information, and does it support the work you are doing together?  

 

 

Reflection: Managing the risks 

Guidelines and tools for assessing websites and 
online services are provided in Modules 2, 3 & 4 
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▶  How support is terminated  

–  How will the young person manage if the support they access is terminated 
prematurely?  

–  Will you ask for feedback on why support is no longer needed or used by the young 
person?  

–  Have you considered that young people may terminate or interrupt the support you 
have referred them to due to access issues?   
 

▶  How we document support provided or offered  

–  Are you keeping track of the online support you have referred a young person to and 
have you followed up the outcomes with them? 

Note: Modules 2, 3 & 4 will cover this in more detail. 

 

 

Reflection: Managing the risks 
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▶  Lack of specific updated codes, standards or guidelines for online 
practice by professional bodies 

–  Have you read the relevant codes of ethics or standards for practice for your 
profession, or any organisational policies or safe work practices to help you guide 
your practice?  

–  Have you got access to professional communities of practice or special interest 
groups, supervision or legal advice if you are unsure about how to navigate the ‘grey 
areas’? 

–  Are you accessing any external resources such as journals, online support or training, 
conferences or forums to share and discuss any emerging ethical challenges? 

 

Reflection: Managing the risks 



Exploring the role 
of e-mental health 

MODULE 1: The role of online services 
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In the area of health promotion and self-help, websites providing general mental health 

information to the broader population have been shown to educate and assist users with the 

concerns they have for their wellbeing.19,20  

 

They can provide: 

▶  initial information to end users about mental health issues  

▶  information about services or programs they can access 

▶  specific information on diagnosis or medications and potential side effects  

▶  access to other people’s experiences of mental health issues or services 

▶  anonymity 

▶  encouragement for further help seeking. 

 

Self-help 
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“ 
Self-help: Story from the field 

As a social worker working with young people who are experiencing 
homelessness, I often support young people who have accessed self-
help and information through the net before they come into contact 
with the service I work at. I know this because I ask them about how 
they found out about my service and other online and offline support 
they have accessed.  
  
Many young people I work with have tried online support strategies, 
which they tell me, gives them a sense of knowing what’s happening 
for them, what to expect and helps them explore some options without 
having to rock up to every service. As a worker, I think this is so 
important, because it helps us work together on what they need and 
want from a more informed space. Just like asking clients about what 
other kinds of services are supporting them to get a better sense of 
what the issues are and how they are being addressed, I note down 
online and offline services, so I can check in later to see how it’s going 
for them.  
  
Sometimes though, you can see when online self-help strategies were 
not working so well, particularly if they were not really solving 
anything, overwhelming a client with too much information or not 
challenging the problem. This is where we can work together to 
reassess their options for support. Overall, it’s a positive thing for me 
as a worker too - I feel like I can offer more tailored support and know 
that my client is building better coping skills without me always being 
there.  

–  Social worker based at a case management service for young 
people experiencing complex issues related to homelessness  
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Self-help: Young person’s perspective 

  

What's helped the most has really depended on how I'm feeling at 
the time and which stage of recovery or general wellbeing I'm in. 
For instance online chat has been a helpful way of chatting in the 
past when I wasn't ready for face-to-face help. Whereas 
ReachOut.com has been there with helpful info most of the way 
along because I had the option of either good factsheets or online 
chat with other young people who have had similar experiences. 
Then there's Smiling Mind which wouldn't have been something I'd 
approach in the past but I'm starting to learn how to relax more and 
actually allow myself to analyse my thoughts and accept or replace 
them with more positive ones- to accept myself and where I am at 
that point.  

- 23 year old ReachOut.com user from TAS 
 

“ 



Module 1: The role of online services  

Using e-mental health services 
ReachOut.com Professionals Online training 18 

Online mental health services can offer young people a greater sense of 
community and belonging. Research is positively linking many types of 
online mental health support with increased feelings of connectedness to 
others.  

In studies focusing on online groups, researchers are finding that young 
people are developing less physically bound definitions of ‘community’.  

Youth and social workers are also using online communities to highlight 
practice concerns with colleagues, applications like Twitter and Facebook 
to raise awareness of social issues affecting their client group (either 
anonymously or with their professional titles) and blogging for critical 
reflection of practice.21 

 

Building social-connectedness + belonging 
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“ 
Social connectedness: Story from the field 

A group of us [youth workers] tried to get together regularly for 
peer supervision, but it was so hard sometimes to get everyone 
at the same place at the same time, that we decided that we 
could do what our clients were doing, and go online! We set up 
a closed chat, we never provide names of clients etc - we 
wouldn’t in the face-to-face sessions either. It’s a great way for 
us to feel connected and supportive of each other and for us to 
think more strategically about issues related to the young people 
we work with. I have many young people I work with who are in 
online groups and I found it really inspiring. I don’t know how it 
would feel if my colleagues and I hadn’t met each other face-to-
face though before we started the online group. I guess that we 
would have worked out other ways to connect! 
 

– Youth worker based in an NGO setting 
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Social connectedness: Young person’s perspective 

  

A while ago I was having a hard time getting through a break up 
with my ex boyfriend. I knew that my friends were there for me but 
they didn't understand the suffering I was going through at the time 
because they had been through the same circumstances. I was 
always known as the 'strong' one in our friend group and if anyone 
ever had a problem - I'd be the one that they would call. I soon 
realised that I didn't know who to call when I needed help the most. 
ReachOut.com was the one place where I felt like I could read and 
know that we aren't all alone and suffering. People go through the 
same kinds of heartbreak and struggles, all we need is someone 
strong enough to speak up and show others that we do care. 
 

- 23 year old ReachOut.com user from TAS 
 

“ 
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Barriers to seeking face-to-face assistance for mental health concerns, such 
as public or personal stigma or access problems, can limit young people’s 
mental health literacy.22  

Research is increasingly indicating that more and more young people are 
going to online spaces to retrieve mental health information.23,24 As the 
quality of the information or support accessed by young people online can 
be so varied, as practitioners we can have a significant role to play in 
developing mental health literacy in the dialogue we have with young people. 

Note: Module 3 will explore how we can do this in practice. 

 

Building mental health literacy 

DISCERN is a brief questionnaire which provides users with a valid and reliable way of 
assessing the quality of written information on treatment choices for a health problem. 
DISCERN can also be used by authors and publishers of information on treatment choices 
as a guide to the standard which users are entitled to expect. 
 

Authors: Division of Public Health and Primary Health Care, University of Oxford, UK 

discern.org.uk/discern.pdf  

http://discern.org.uk/discern.pdf


Module 1: The role of online services  Module 1: The role of online services  

Using e-mental health services 
ReachOut.com Professionals Online training 22 

Mental health literacy: Young person’s perspective 

  

The personal stories are a nice touch, they have definitely 
helped me to see that what I'm feeling isn't weird, or 
wrong, or any of those things, that they are normal for a 
lesbian, and that being gay is okay, and that being 
depressed is okay. I mean, being depressed isn't okay, but 
it's not not okay, in that it's not like a defect, or a character 
flaw, it's a real problem that I'm experiencing and that 
neither of those things makes me any less valid than 
heterosexuals who don't live with anxiety or depression 
issues. 

- 21 year old ReachOut.com user from QLD 
 

“ 



Module 1: The role of online services  Module 1: The role of online services  

Using e-mental health services 
ReachOut.com Professionals Online training 23 

“ 
Mental health literacy: Story from the field 

Mental health language can be so complicated and a lot of the time we use 
acronyms and terms as a shorthand between us, but that often makes our 
service users feel like they don't know what we are talking about! I try to 
explain things and tailor it to my audience, but I like to back it up with sources 
that I can refer my client to. When I take a look at what information is out 
there sometimes I find online mental health information that’s great quality, 
accurate and that offers user friendly language and design. I like sites we can 
print something in PDF form or pop it on a USB so I can give something to 
my client too, just in case they can’t access it later online.  
 
Sometimes I am a bit appalled at what’s out there though. I have had some 
clients repeat something they have read online that is totally false. It’s not 
that different really from someone hearing that mental illness is contagious 
from the schoolyard - if I come across it with any young people I work with, I 
challenge the myths and back it up with accurate information. I have found a 
tool that I use and that I have shared with some service users to just do a 
little bit of quality assurance. I guess I want them to know that not all sources 
(including me!) are always accurate and to think a bit more critically when 
they access information and other people online or offline for that matter. 
 

– Social worker based at a community health service 
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Research confirms our experience in practice that our clients are 
increasingly seeking mental health information and services online.25 
Studies also confirm that some online mental health support encourages 
young people to access further support and services to address their 
concerns, though there needs to be more research into the impacts of 
online mental health services on seeking professional help. 

 

Improving help-seeking 

Results from a recent evaluation on ReachOut.com indicate that the site is positively 
influencing young peoples' help-seeking intentions, and therefore continues to offer 
significant potential for facilitating help-seeking behaviour. In particular, a high 
proportion of respondents who were experiencing high or very high levels of 
psychological distress indicated they were more likely to seek support from a medical 
doctor (29%) or mental health professional (41%) after visiting ReachOut.com,  
despite having not previously accessed any form of professional help.24  
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“ 
Help-seeking: Story from the field 

As a social worker I know that we are not the experts of 
everything, and I really like to demonstrate that by showing the 
young people I work with some of the professional tools I use 
online. I show them sites or apps that they might find helpful too, 
but I stress to them that I am only highlighting their options, not 
endorsing some sites. I think it helps to break down some 
barriers to understanding how we can look for help from so 
many places and people and that even with many years of 
experience in this field, I still have to look up services and 
medications too! 
 

–  Social worker based at a case management service  for young 
people facing complex issues related to homelessness  
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Help-seeking: Young person’s perspective 

  

Young people can access info and help when they're ready and in a 
more laid-back way, often from their own home. This can help them 
build trust and confidence to try face-to-face help and also gain 
more of an understanding of what they're going through. In some 
cases, such as ReachOut.com, it allows the young person to 
connect with and hear the experiences of others and this can also 
help them on help seeking journey. So, essentially, I've used  
[e-mental health services] in the past as a stepping stone to getting 
help and also as a way to start working through issues without 
necessarily having to tell someone I know in everyday life. 
Sometimes some info or help online is all you need in some 
situations. 

- 23 year old ReachOut.com user from TAS 
 

“ 



Managing 
boundaries 

MODULE 1: The role of online services 
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Online mental health is a dynamic and developing area of our 
practice. Even practitioners who are familiar with online services, 
and technically and ethically competent in online service delivery, 
can benefit from continued training to safely embed emerging 
tools into professional relationships with young people.26 

For example, it is important to understand the limits and 
boundaries of e-mental health support options and to 
communicate these to young people we use them with. We also 
need to consider how we maintain our own professional 
boundaries online when sharing health promotion information or 
e-mental health resources. 

 

Managing boundaries 

For more practical 
strategies to use in 
managing ethics and 
boundaries online, such as 
how to manage Facebook 
‘friend’ requests & 
managing your online time, 
see the ReachOut.com 
Professionals professional 
development module:  
Connecting Our Worlds, 
Part 4: ‘Professional 
issues, boundaries, 
privacy and 
guidelines’ (2011) 

View the module 

http://au.professionals.reachout.com/Part-4-Ethics-and-boundaries
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“ 
Managing boundaries: Story from the field 

I enjoy many social networking sites and have been using 
Facebook in particular for years. About a year ago, a few friends 
and colleagues emailed me and texted me to ask why I was  
‘re-friending’ them on Facebook. So I checked and it appeared 
that my Facebook profile had been duplicated, with images of 
me from Google! I reported immediately to Facebook, who 
removed the hoax page. I don’t know if it was a random act or if 
it was related to anything else. From then on though, I have 
regularly checked my privacy settings, am more conscious of 
the photos I post and have changed my name to an alias. I want 
to protect myself and the people I know. I know other workers 
who have a Facebook site for personal use and a Facebook 
page in their professional context for the same reason. 
 

– Worker based in a child protection agency 
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Managing boundaries: Practice questions 

These are some of the most commonly cited risks and 
challenges related to managing professional boundaries, and 
some of the questions we can regularly ask our selves to help us 
to work safely. 
 

▶  Dual relationships 
 

Using terms that allude to a professional relationship becoming more personal 
(such as being ‘friends’ on Facebook) need to be given careful consideration in light 
of existing codes, policies and theories for practice.  

–  What does my code of ethics or conduct have to say about dual 
relationships? 

–  How do I maintain a sense of my personal space online?  

–  If I did accept a friend request what will the consequences be to me, or to 
the client, especially if there was a crisis?  
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Managing boundaries: Practice questions 

▶  Self-disclosure 
 

Research that investigates the differences between levels of self-disclosure online 
and offline have found that practitioners often provide information on social media 
profiles that they would not in the context of the professional relationship with 
clients.25 This raises implications for the professional relationships we aim to build 
with young people. Whilst the tone of most social networking sites can be less 
formal, consideration needs to be given to the nature of the content and any 
implications for the professional relationships we are developing with young people. 
Sometimes, self-disclosure is not intended by the practitioner, with some 
information about us already online.  

–  Have you searched for yourself in Google?  

–  Have you encouraged the young people you work with look at their privacy 
settings for any social networking sites they use?  

–  Have you checked your own privacy settings, and do you know how to 
manage them? 
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Managing boundaries: Practice questions 

▶  Where the service relationship ends 
 

Just because some online support is 24/7, it doesn’t mean we are expected to be 
as professionals. It is important to be clear about when and through what 
mechanisms we are available as a professional and to communicate that with the 
young people we are working with.  

–  Do your clients know when and how to contact your service?  

–  Are you sending mixed messages about your availability by sending emails 
outside of those times?  

–  Has the young person you are working with mapped out the different online 
and offline services they can access and when?  

 
 For guidelines on using technology in youth service delivery, see:  

 
Using Technologies Safely and Effectively to Promote Young People's Wellbeing:  
A Better Practice Guide, (Campbell, AJ & Robards, F., 2013).  

reports.youngandwellcrc.org.au/a-better-practice-guide-for-services 

http://reports.youngandwellcrc.org.au/a-better-practice-guide-for-services
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Concluding notes 
These slides provide an overview of the evidence base of online mental health 
programs and services, and some of the broader implications for practice. Human 
services practitioners have started to incorporate these implications into existing 
practice frameworks - negotiating a place for the use of new technologies and 
emerging practice methodologies to existing codes of ethics, standards and practice 
theories.  

Download PDF 

Supporting resources 

Evidence summary 
Downloadable PDF resource summarising 
the evidence for e-mental health services 
and their integration into practice. 

Read now 

Glossary of terms 
An explanation of the diverse 
terminologies used to describe  
e-mental health services. 

Answer the discussion 
question on the  
Module 1 webpage. 

Return to the  
webpage 
 

Reflection 

http://au.professionals.reachout.com/~/media/6940D2106C6549619DFCEA92E4FCC20E.ashx
http://au.professionals.reachout.com/EMHPD-glossary
http://au.professionals.reachout.com/EMHPD-Tutorial-1
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