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Counseling and help-seeking in the Philippines can take on 
various forms. According to Tuason, Galang-Fernandez, Catipon, and 
Carandang (2012), present-day counseling still shows the vestiges of 
time-honored modalities that involve superstition and reliance on 
elders and traditional healers when addressing what the West would 
consider psychological diͅculties.  As academics and professional 
counselors and psychologists returned to the Philippines after 
obtaining degrees and training abroad, mostly in the United States, 
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to as e-mail therapy, therap-e-mail,cybertherapy, e-therapy, Internet 
counseling, cybercounseling, and webcounseling (Manhal-Baugus, 
2001; Maples & Han, 2008; Murphy & Mitchell, 1998; Pollock, 2006; 
Shapiro & Schulman, 1996; Suler, 2000).

Online counseling can use various modalities, such as the 
e-mail, real-time text exchange or chat, secure web-based message 
systems, videoconferencing, and Voice over Internet Protocol (VOIP).  
These may be classiýed under one of two types of communication: 
asynchronous and synchronous. Asynchronous communication, 
like the e-mail, does not operate on real time and usually pertains to 
more prolonged exchanges between two individuals. Synchronous 
communication, which includes Internet messaging (IM) or chat, 
videoconferencing, and VOIP, allows for instantaneous and real-time 
communication (Manhal-Baugus, 2001).

With the growing popularity of online counseling as one way 
of delivering mental health services, this research investigated and 
compared the attitudes of graduate students in counseling and 
clinical psychology toward the traditional face-to-face counseling 
and two modalities of online counseling, namely, e-mail counseling 
(asynchronous method) and chat counseling (synchronous method).  
More speciýcally, this study looked into the attitudes of graduate 
students in reference to eight factors that are considered advantages 
and disadvantages of face-to-face and online counseling. Factors 
favoring online counseling are accessibility, availability of counselor, 
sense of safety and conýdentiality, elimination of social stigma, and 
anonymity. Factors favoring face-to-face counseling are provision 
of empathy, emotional support, and connection.  The signiýcance of 
studying a sample of counseling and clinical graduate students lies in 
the fact that these future psychologists will give us an idea about the 
trajectory of the practice of counseling and clinical psychology in the 
Philippines in the years to come.

REVIEW OF LITERATURE

This section presents related studies on the perceived advantages 
and disadvantages of online counseling vis-¨-vis face-to-face 
counseling, and researches about the attitudes of mental health 
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practitioners and other samples toward online counseling. 

Advantages of Online Counseling 
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Munson, and York (2006) found that loss of nonverbal information, 
which is often cited as the main disadvantage of online counseling, is 
ö́set by the advantage of anonymity. Because the client does not have 
to be physically present in the clinic or oͅce of the counselor, online 
counseling may be ë́ective in reducing, if not eliminating, social 
stigma (Menon & Rubin, 2011). 
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Lastly, speciýc to text-based communication like the email, typed 
text may come across as cold, formal, and lacking in supportive and 
empathic tone (Stoþe, 1997; Suler, 2000). Written messages may also 
be misinterpreted, especially by hypersensitive clients (Yager, 2003; 
Ybarra & Eaton, 2005). Clients may also tend to edit themselves and 
overanalyze what was said, thereby hindering the session to proceed 
spontaneously and candidly (Tuliao et al., 2010).

Very much related to the above disadvantages of online 
counseling are some ethical concerns and considerations that need 
to be addressed, such as clientôs suitability for online counseling, the 
need for informed consent including the nature of the services, and the 
measures to be undertaken in case of disruptions in the session due 
to technology (Maheu & Gordon, 2000). The American Counseling 
Association (2014) tried to address these by devoting an entire section 
on the use of the Internet in the practice of counseling in their Code of 
Ethics. Even so, much still needs to be done to regulate the practice of 
online counseling to protect both the client and the counselor.

Attitudes Toward Online Counseling and Face-to-Face 
Counseling of Mental Health Professionals

A number of studies about attitudes toward various counseling 
modalities have been conducted among mental health professionals. 
On one hand, majority of the studies report low endorsement of 
online counseling. Finn (2006) surveyed the email use, attitudes, 
and diͅculties of 384 Central Pennsylvania social workers. Although 
almost one-third of the sample has used email with clients, majority 
of the respondents believe that email for therapeutic purposes is both 
unethical and inë́ective.  A small minority of social workers has 
experienced diͅculties that include violating a clientôs conýdentiality 
through email and sending an email to the wrong person. The non-
endorsement of online counseling may also be because of the relatively 
low adoption rate. In a survey by Wells, Mitchell, Finkelhor, and 
Becker-Blease (2007) of 2,098 social workers, psychologists, and 
other professionals about the provision of mental health services over 
the Internet, only a little over 2% reported using the Internet for online 
counseling. This reluctance in using technology is due to concerns 
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about the limitations of online counseling with regard to the ability 
to provide proper assessment (Finn, 2002), lack of accessibility to 
clientôs nonverbal behaviors and diͅculties in establishing therapeutic 
alliances (Finn, 2002; Mora, Nevid, & Chaplin, 2008), and because 
of concerns about conýdentiality, liability, and misinformation being 
provided by clients (Finn, 2002; Wells et al., 2007).   

On the other hand, a few studies found support for online 
counseling. Chester and Glass (2006) examined the attitudes of 67 
online counselors and found that 57% of the respondents believed 
that online counseling was as ë́ective as face-to-face counseling 
against the 42% who believed it was less ë́ective.  Finn and Ba ҏӏ
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Beretvas, and Zach (2004) reported that undergraduate students 
expressed more favorable attitudes towards face-to-face than online 
counseling services. However, a more recent study of  college students 
reveal that  64.4% endorse online counseling as a good alternative for 
their mental health needs (Brown, 2012).

Similar to the attitudes of providers, the attitudes of clients 
appear to be a function of experience. Skinner and Latchford (2006) 
found that clients involved in internet support groups had signiýcantly 
more positive attitudes towards using computers to communicate with 
therapists as opposed to clients of face-to-face therapy. 

Attitudes toward online counseling also vary depending on 
individual characteristics. Young (2005) reported that online 
counseling clients tend to be Caucasian, middle-aged males with at 
least a bachelor’s degree who cited anonymity and convenience as 
reasons for seeking online versus face-to-face counseling.
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¨-vis face-to-face counseling?
2.	Are there signiýcant dḯerences in the attitudes of psychology 

graduate students toward these three counseling modalities: 
face-to-face counseling, e-mail counseling, and chat counseling?

3.	What is their level of openness to conducting online counseling?

Hypothesis

Based on the cited advantages and disadvantages of face-to-face 
and online counseling, it is hypothesized that there will be dḯerences 
in the attitudes of the psychology graduate students toward face-
to-face counseling and the two modes of online counseling on the 
following eight distance counseling factors: providing empathy, 
providing emotional support, providing connection, providing a sense 
of safety and conýdentiality, accessibility, availability, eliminating 
social stigma, and anonymity. 

No hypothesis is formulated for the comparison between the two 
modes of online counseling, namely e-mail and chat counseling, in 
view of the lack of related studies that could support a hypothesis of 
dḯerence between them on the eight distance counseling factors.

METHOD

Sample

Data were gathered using online and paper-based surveys. The 
deýnition of online counseling/therapy as ñthe practice of professional 
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students who have taken at least one graduate level course in counseling 
or psychotherapy answered the survey. Participants were mostly 
female (n = 67; 83.8%) with ages ranging from 20 to 51 years old (M = 
27.56; SD 
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presented in this section.

Attitude Toward Counseling Modalities

In general, the respondents had positive ratings for the three 
counseling modalities, as indicated by the scores on the Perceptions 
of Distance Counseling Factors Scale. As seen in Table 1, face-to-face 
counseling has the highest overall mean rating (M = 4.00, SD = 0.43) 
across the eight factors, followed by chat counseling (M = 3.57, SD = 
0.64), and e-mail counseling (M = 3.48, SD = 0.56). 

The top three factors that the respondents had the strongest 
agreement with in regard to face-to-face counseling are provides 
empathy, provides emotional support, and provides connection. 
The two factors that they rated the lowest are eliminates stigma 
and anonymity. Conversely, the top two factors for e-mail and chat 
counseling are eliminates stigma and anonymity, and their lowest 
are the top three of face-to-face counseling (i.e., provides empathy, 
provides emotional support, and provides connection). Clearly, what 
the respondents considered the advantages of face-to-face counseling 
are perceived as the weaknesses of online counseling and vice-
versa; the perceived advantages of online counseling are deemed the 
disadvantages of face-to-face counseling.

Attitude scores toward the three counseling modalities by the 80 
respondents were compared using one-way analysis of variance for 
repeated measures. The comparison was done on each of the eight 
distance factors. Post-hoc analysis for the signiýcant results was 
carried out using the Bonferroni test. Mauchley’s test showed that the 
sphericity assumption was violated, Ȑ2(2) = 67.51, p < .001. Hence, 
the Greenhouse-Geisser estimates of sphericity (Ů = .63) was used to 
correct for the degrees of freedom. 

To control for the possibility of an inþated Type I error due to the 
number of comparisons and repeated measures examined, a stringent 
level of signiýcance was set at .001.

ANOVA results indicated that there were signiýcant dḯerences 
on the ratings of the three counseling modalities, F(1.26, 100.05) = 
30.44, p < .001.  Speciýcally, face-to-face counseling was rated more 
positively than both chat counseling (p < .001) and email counseling 
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(p < .001). 
The ýrst three factors refer to the therapeutic relationship in 

counseling. All these factors were rated signiýcantly dḯerent across 
the three modalities: provides empathy, F(1.48, 116.75) = 201.77, p < 
.001; provides opportunities for emotional support, F(1.63, 128.38) 
= 142.67, p < .001; and provides opportunities for the counselor/
therapist to feel connected with each other, F(1.71, 135.75) = 168.10, 
p <.001. Post-hoc analysis using the Bonferroni test yielded the 
same pattern of results for all three factors: signiýcant results were 
obtained for all three pairwise comparisons (i.e., between face-to-face 
and e-mail counseling, face-to-face and chat counseling, and between 
chat and e-mail counseling) (p < .001). Face-to-face counseling was 
rated the highest in all three factors, followed by chat counseling, with 
e-mail counseling as the lowest.

A signiýcant result was also obtained for the factor safety and 
conýdentiality F(1.25, 99.04) = 16.64, p < .001.  Face-to-face counseling 
was rated as the highest when it comes to providing safety and 
conýdentiality, followed by e-mail counseling, and chat counseling. 
Post-hoc analysis indicated that the signiýcant dḯerence was between 
face-to-face counseling and the two modes of online counseling (p < 
.001), but not between e-mail and chat counseling (p = .63). 

Comparison on accessibility did not yield a signiýcant dḯerence, 
with F(1.35, 106.62) = 4.44, p < .05. The result for availability of the 
counselor/therapist was likewise not signiýcant, with F(1.60, 126.22) 
= 3.14, p = .06. The respondents did not consider accessibility and 
availability as distinct advantages of any mode of counseling.
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but there was no dḯerence between e-mail and chat counseling (p = 
.44).

Attitude Toward Online Counseling

The respondents had a generally positive attitude toward online 
counseling (vis-¨-vis face-to-face counseling) as measured by the 
E-therapy Attitude Scale (M = 42.88, SD = 6.28) conýrming the results 
of the generally positive ratings from the Perceptions of Distance 
Counseling Factors Scale.  

Openness to Conducting Online Counseling

When asked about their openness to conducting online counseling 
using a 4-point scale, results showed that the respondents were open 
to it with minor reservations (M = 2.84, SD = .92). Frequency count 
indicated that 21 (26%) were very open to online counseling, 32 (40%) 
were open but had minor reservations, 20 (25%) were open but had 
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whether it is chat or e-mail counseling. This ýnding is consistent with 
what other researchers have found (e.g., Centore & Milacci, 2008; 
Finn, 2006; Rochlen et al., 2004). However, in spite of the strong 
endorsement of face-to-face counseling, it is evident that the sample of 
psychology graduate students also had a generally positive attitude and 
openness toward online counseling. This is in contrast to studies with 
critical perceptions about online counseling (e.g., Centore & Milacci, 
2008; Mora et al., 2008) but corroborate the ýndings of studies such 
as those of Brown (2012) and Finn (2002) which considered online 
counseling as a good alternative or adjunct to in-person service.

Comparison of Face-to-Face, E-mail, and Chat Counseling

The results of the analysis of variance for repeated measures 
conýrmed the hypothesis that the psychology graduate students would 
rate the three counseling modalities dḯerently on the eight distance 
counseling factors. Speciýcally, the respondents gave the highest 
ratings to face-to-face counseling on the three factors that are central to 
building a therapeutic relationship in counseling. They consider face-
to-face counseling the best modality when it comes to establishing the 
connection between the counselor and client and in making the client 
feel that the therapist can provide empathy and emotional support. This 
ýnding corroborates the results of many studies about the advantages 
of face-to-face counseling (e.g., Bambling et al., 2008; Griͅths & 
Cooper, 2003), speciýcally that the physical presence of the counselor 
makes it easier to establish a therapeutic relationship. This is one of 
the strongest arguments against online counseling, that there is the 
loss of the human factor which may reduce rapport, sense of intimacy, 
and trust (Bambling et al., 2008, Griͅths & Cooper, 2003; Menon & 
Rubin, 2011; Suler, 2000). The lack of nonverbal cues is also a problem 
as the counselor and the client do not see each other (Bambling et al., 
2008; Menon & Rubin, 2011; Tuliao et al., 2010) and this could lead to 
problems in communicating oneself and in assessing client’s concerns 
(Haberstroh et al., 2008). In addition, the respondents also believe that 
face-to-face counseling can give the client a greater sense of safety and 
that the conýdentiality of what is being shared is more assured. This 
appears to be related to the concern about electronic glitches that may 
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give rise to the possibility that transcripts of conversations and e-mail 
exchanges may be accessed by other people (Griͅths & Cooper, 2003; 
Young, 2005). The clear preference for face-to-face counseling does 
not come as a surprise in view of the fact that the respondents are more 
familiar with this traditional mode, with 54% of them having had some 
experience with it. They are also being trained to do counseling in the 
traditional face-to-face context as required in the current prescribed 
curriculum of the Philippine Commission on Higher Education for a 
Masterôs degree in a Counseling or Clinical psychology program. 

The more positive attitudes of the respondents toward online 
counseling are reþected in two of the eight distance counseling factors, 
namely, the ability of online counseling to provide client anonymity 
and eliminate social stigma, which are the top advantages of both chat 
and e-mail counseling. This is consistent with the ýnding of Leibert 
et al. (2006) about anonymity which was cited as one of the top two 
reasons for selecting online counseling. Although measured separately 
in this study, these are actually related because it is the anonymous 
nature of online counseling that reduces or even eliminates social 
stigma (Bambling et al., 2008; Centore & Milacci, 2008; Menon & 
Rubin, 2011). The physical distance between the client and therapist 
and the anonymity make it easier for the client to open up and disclose 
very personal thoughts, feelings, and behaviors. Suler (2004) noted 
that anonymity can create a disinhibition ë́ect that can increase self-
disclosure and a zone of reþection for both counselor and client. The 
concern about social stigma attached to counseling especially among 
Asians (Kim et al., 2008), Filipinos in particular (Melgar, 2013), is 
addressed ë́ectively by the anonymity of online counseling. The 
client does not have to worry about being seen in the counselorôs oͅce 
and being judged for seeking professional help. It also provides help 
for clients who are embarrassed to seek help for embarrassing or 
stigmatizing issues (Callahan & Inckle, 2012). In general, the above 
ýndings are consistent with what the related literature indicates as the 
advantages and disadvantages of face-to-face and online counseling. 
It is interesting to note, however, that three factors which should have 
been considered advantages of online counseling did not turn out as 
such.

Face-to-face counseling still obtained the highest mean ratings in 
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Comparison of E-mail and Chat Counseling

Although it was not the main objective of this study to hypothesize 
dḯerences between the two modes of online counseling on the eight 
distance counseling factors, the inferential statistical analysis yielded 
interesting ýndings. The pattern of results for e-mail and chat 
counseling on the ýve factors of safety and conýdentiality, accessibility, 
availability, anonymity, and eliminates social stigma are the same: 
there was no signiýcant dḯerence between them. This can be easily 
explained by the fact that both are modes of online counseling and, 
thus, would share the same strengths and weaknesses. However, for 
the three factors that describe face-to-face counseling in terms of its 
ability to provide empathy, emotional support, and connection, chat 
counseling was perceived to be better than e-mail counseling.

It will be recalled that e-mail uses the asynchronous mode, whereas 
chat is synchronous. The signiýcant dḯerence between the two modes 
implies that the client may feel more the therapistôs empathy, emotional 
support, and connection when the communication is done in real time. 
Suler (2000) noted that one beneýt of synchronous communication 
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In the end, it may really boil down to the advantages and features of 
the online modality that the therapist is more comfortable with and 
ýnds more appropriate.

Openness to Conducting Online Counseling

The generally positive attitude that the respondents have toward 
online counseling, as measured by the E-therapy Attitude Scale and 
Perceptions of Distance Counseling Factors Scale is supported by the 
result about their openness to conducting online counseling. A look 
into the proýle of the respondents may explain this openness. The 
sample is a relatively young group (with a mean age of 27.56) that is 
very comfortable with the new technology (96% spend an average of 
26 hours a week using the Internet). This ýnding is consistent with the 
results of some studies that attitudes toward online counseling appear 
to be related to the level of comfort with the use of internet technology 
(Leibert et al., 2006; Wangbert et al., 2007).

At the time of the study, the respondents were students of 
Masterôs degrees in Counseling or Clinical Psychology and thereby had 
limited experience and exposure in counseling. This, in addition to 
their demographic proýle, also contributes to their willingness to try a 
novel method of counseling. A number of the respondents also realize 
that online counseling may provide opportunities to practice their 
counseling skills and to help clients who could beneýt more through 
the online modality, such as those who are uncomfortable with a face-
to-face encounter with a therapist.

The main reason cited for the reservations in engaging in online 
counseling can also be explained by their current status as graduate 
students who are still undergoing training in counseling in the face-
to-face tradition. The 15% who are not willing to try online counseling 
believe that face-to-face counseling is still better than online counseling. 
This minority is dḯerent from the majority who prefer face-to-face 
counseling, but are open to adding it to their arsenal of counseling 
interventions. One doubt mentioned by the respondents is with regard 
to the practicality of setting up the practice of online counseling in a 
developing country like the Philippines. Limited accessibility has been 
cited as one of the disadvantages of online counseling. Not everyone 
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can undergo online counseling, especially those with meager resources 
(Chope, 2009; Griͅths & Cooper, 2003).

Implications of the Findings

The results suggest both advantages and disadvantages associated 
with the various counseling modalities. Respondents do have a 
positive attitude toward online counseling and openness to try it 
although not necessarily the intent to replace face-to-face counseling. 
One implication for practice would be to blend modalities and use 
online in combination with or as an adjunct to face-to-face counseling. 
This combination can take various forms. One possibility is to see the 
client ýrst in a face-to-face context and then supplement or alternate 
the face-to-face with online interventions. Some respondents qualiýed 
their response about their openness as willingness to try online 
counseling only with clients whom they have previously encountered 
face-to-face. Another possible combination is for clients to have initial 
sessions online if they feel uncomfortable about meeting the counselor 
face-to-face, and then have face-to-face counseling when they already 
feel more at ease with meeting the counselor. Lastly, online counseling 
can be resorted to if the client or counselor is unable to meet in person.

However, the issue of blending modalities raises the question 
of the readiness of graduate students to conduct online counseling. 
Courses that will help train future counselors and therapists can be 
added to the existing courses that teach them the traditional way of 
doing counseling. This also requires an articulation of the various 
competence and ethical issues related to the practice of online 
counseling. Examples of questions that need to be addressed are as 
follows: What kind of training and skills are needed to establish a 
therapeutic relationship from a distance in the absence of nonverbal 
cues from a client? When does the therapist say that online counseling 
is not appropriate for a certain problem or disorder and what is the 
protocol for online clients who pose a danger to themselves? How 
does an online counselor handle ethical issues like conýdentiality of 
records, informed consent, and validity of data provided by the online 
client? 

 Guidelines for assessment, selection, and intervention for 
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online clients need to be formulated. These include protocols that 
can be followed during crisis situations, or when clientôs concerns 



ATTITUDES TOWaRD ONLINE COUNSELING90

In view of the ýnding about the dḯerences between e-mail and 
chat counseling on the therapeutic relationship-related variables, a 
study comparing attitudes toward the dḯerent online modalities is 
highly recommended.  The distinction between the synchronous and 
asynchronous computer mediated communication can be used as 
basis for choosing the modalities that will be compared.
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