


emails me background information and an idea of
what she would like to cover in our online real-time
session. This is useful in giving me time to prepare
as well as focusing the supervisee.

A final advantage is that there are no notes to
be written up by either party afterwards — a full
record is there already!

But...

So what are the disadvantages? In real-time
conversations, typing speed and accuracy (or their
lack) can be an issue, particularly if one party has
a strong ‘be perfect’ driver, and feels the need to
correct ‘typos’ (mis spellings) or use complete
sentences. In my experience, if people allow
themselves time to get used to this way of working,
these apparent problems disappear. In emails, there
may be a perceived need to express things ‘properly’
rather than conversationally, though perhaps this is
no different from f2f supervision where supervisees
may present their work fairly formally.

Technology does fail! In my case, this leaves me
frustrated, though these days I can probably find
more solutions than | give myself credit for. Emails
by either party are acknowledged as soon as possible
even if the full response comes later. | have a
Hotmail address (a web-based free email service
www.hotmail.ca.uk) as well as my working address,
so that if my computer fails, | can send messages
from another computer anywhere to supervisees.

If connections fail near to a real-time meeting, it
is useful to have mobile numbers to contact the
other person. Occasionally, the ether seems to
delight in behaving like a spoilt child, and one or
other of the participants is repeatedly thrown out
of the conversation. This all sounds terribly
gloomy, and not worth the effort, but while
acknowledging this as a reality, problems do not
happen that often. And sometimes f2f supervisees
don‘t arrive either because of a traffic hold up!

Confidentiality can be another source of worry,
which both parties must address fully in contracting,
including password protection, secure conferencing,
storage of data, encryption. In the workplace, who
else might be able to access data? Often online
counsellors in organisations have back up from IT
departments to help ensure internal and external
confidentiality. However, ‘protocols to ensure data
confidentiality can only be effective where they are
adhered to in practice”. | do not take confidentiality
online lightly, but sometimes it does seem as if
confidentiality offline is thought of as secure and
online not. This is obviously not so — f2f practitioners
sometimes assume that locked filing cabinets are
totally secure even if everyone knows where keys
are kept!

One last aspect of confidentiality for online
workplace supervision is crucial. Where is the
computer situated? If in shared, or open plan
locations, then confidentiality is immediately
compromised. If | am writing supervision emails,
or taking part in real-time supervision, | need as
much privacy and lack of interruption as | would
have with a f2f session.

| have been looking at one-to-one supervision,
though | am also part of an online group. Again
this can work in real-time, although practice is
needed with online group meetings (they can be
tricky — or may be the disinhibiting effect of being
online simply makes the dynamics more obvious
sooner!) or by email discussion thread. This is
where an email is copied to all members of the
group, who will add their thoughts to the original,
so that a chain conversation takes place.

If some of the terminology used above, as well
as the pros and cons of working online need
teasing out further, | would recommend Suler’s
work on therapy in cyberspace®.

For the future
Already it is possible to use webcams and voice
links. Some of these are excellent and some
‘sticky’. However in a few years, maybe online
supervision will be no different from f2f, apart
from the physical location of participants.

| end this article where | began. | am curious
about the reasons for so few counsellors and
supervisors embracing online opportunities and
possibilities. It is still a comparatively young field
in the UK, so there are plenty of opportunities to
input and influence developments. In 1999, in an
article in this journal, Lynn Macwhinnie® suggested
that we should not underestimate the swift impact
of technological developments on the delivery of
counselling. Six years on, where are we? Maybe
we could start an ACW discussion thread about
online work? m
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