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PSI Guidelines on use of Online or Telephone Therapy
The following Guidelines are being issued in the context of the extraordinary times we find
ourselves in. Covid-19 has been declared a worldwide pandemic by the World Health Organisation
and it has been recommended that we all engage in social distancing and self-isolation in some
cases to reduce the risk of spread of the virus.
Psychologists may have clients that they are working with who will continue to require support
during this difficult time. It is becoming increasingly common for psychologists in particular when
working with clients to make use of online technology to facilitate support. This support would
include the types of interventions and services that would normally be provided by Psychologists.
Potential advantages to online therapy and support are many. There are individuals who could
experience great difficulty in contemplating attending a psychologist in a face to face session, but
might consider engaging with a professional online. Research has shown that some individuals
are less inhibited in their online interactions, and this platform may lend the chance to express
previously unexpressed thoughts and feelings.
The use of technology also makes geographical distance much less of an issue. Potential clients
residing in remote areas where there are sparse services may benefit vastly from online therapy.
Additionally, individuals with a complex or specialised type of problem may be able to access
professionals who are more specialised in their specific problem. Potential clients with ill health,
restricted mobility, severe anxiety issues, or other disabilities which make leaving home physically
difficult may not otherwise be able to access therapeutic services.
Despite the clear advantages, many professionals have expressed reservations with providing
therapy on online platforms for a variety of reasons. The great majority of therapists are trained in
face to face methods. This includes conducting assessments and providing therapeutic
interventions. Therefore, most professionals do not have training in providing these services on an
electronic platform. Therapists may not have sufficient confidence, technology, or skills to
effectively utilise this approach. In addition, therapists may feel that there is something lost in the
therapeutic process without being able to adequately perceive the nonverbal cues which are
gleaned from a face to face session. There also may be legal issues surrounding providing therapy
from one jurisdiction to an individual in another jurisdiction where law enforcement and ethical
principles may differ.
The Principles of the PSI Code of Ethics should be to the fore irrespective of whether the delivery
of the service occurs face to face or using online technology.
1.
2.
3.
4.

Respect for the rights and dignity of the person
Competence
Responsibility
Integrity

There are additional considerations that must be considered when utilising online technology to
deliver psychological services:
Psychologists engaging in online therapy with clients should at all times operate within the
boundaries of their professional training and competencies as they would in face to face
professional interactions.
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Psychologists should obtain and document that they have the informed consent from their client in
advance of commencing online technology. This should note that the client has a full understanding
that there can be no guarantee of security when using online technology.
If the client is under 18 informed consent should be sought from their parent / legal guardian before
commencing this type of work.
The psychologist should explain to the client that they may find it an uncomfortable medium and
are free to agree to bring it to a conclusion
Discuss with organisation / employer in advance of offering / commencing this work as to if they
have specific policies governing this work.
If working privately check private indemnity insurance to ensure cover for this type of work.
It is recommended that the psychologist takes reasonable steps to ensure that the network used
is as secure as possible and maintains privacy for their clients.
These guidelines are designed to relate to therapy delivered via telephone or platforms such as
Skype or Zoom. With Skype & Zoom, it is possible to record sessions, this should only occur with
the explicit consent of the client to do so. In light of GDPR requirements, the client should be given
precise information on what data will be kept, how long this will be stored for and how it will be
disposed of and that they retain the right for it to be deleted.
The use of social media video messaging platforms such as Instagram or Facebook Messenger is
not recommended at this time.
If not familiar with communicating via online technologies it is recommended to take time to get
familiar in advance of the scheduled online session. It may be helpful to have a practice run through
with a family member or friend.
It will be important to communicate to the client that the session will occur at the agreed time as it
would in a face-to-face situation and that the Psychologist will not be available via online
technology outside of the agreed time.
It is recommended to build into your scheduled appointment time 5 minutes for getting the call set
up as it can take a few minutes at the start to get speakers and video fully operational.
Agree that both will conduct the session in a private setting where there is no risk of being
overheard. It may be helpful to suggest that both wear earbuds or headphones as this can help to
make the conversation more confidential and improve sound quality.
Agree in advance a procedure for if the technology should fail mid –session, e.g. try to re-connect
or speak via telephone.
Management of risk online can bring with it different considerations e.g. a person can disengage
from an online session abruptly which brings with it additional challenges if there is risk to be
managed. Agree in advance about what steps might need to be taken in the event that there is
concern about imminent risk (e.g. phone parent / GP).
Ensure in clinical notes to document how the session was conducted (via telephone or online
platform).
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