
STRATEGIC GUIDE

In-Person Therapy vs. Online Therapy Platforms

A strategic guide for licensed therapists navigating the rise of

online therapy platforms—and building practices that thrive.

OSI Offices  |  osioffices.com Page 1

The Landscape Has Shifted—And Pretending Otherwise Is a
Risk

Let’s be direct: if you’re a licensed therapist in private practice seeing clients in a physical office, you’ve

likely noticed something changing. New client inquiries may be down. Younger prospective clients

mention BetterHelp or Talkspace before they ever Google a local therapist. Insurance panels feel more

crowded, and the assumption that “just being good at therapy” will keep your schedule full is no longer

reliable.

Online therapy platforms have grown enormously over the past several years. BetterHelp alone reports

serving millions of clients worldwide, backed by advertising budgets that dwarf anything a solo

practitioner or group practice could match. These platforms have made mental health care more

accessible for millions of people—and that’s a good thing. But for therapists who’ve invested in clinical

training, professional office space, and relationship-based practice, the business implications are real

and worth confronting.

This article isn’t about fear-mongering. It’s not about dismissing telehealth. It’s a strategic

playbook for therapists who believe in the clinical power of in-person work and want to build

practices that thrive alongside—not in spite of—the digital therapy economy.

Understanding Why Online Platforms Are Winning Certain
Clients
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Before you can compete effectively, you need to understand what you’re competing against. Online

therapy platforms aren’t winning on clinical superiority. They’re winning on accessibility, marketing,

and user experience.

Convenience and Accessibility

Platforms like BetterHelp allow clients to begin therapy from their couch, often within 24–48 hours.

There’s no commute, no waiting room, and no need to coordinate childcare. For working professionals,

parents, and people in rural areas, this is a significant draw.

Lower Price Points and Subscription Models

Many platforms offer subscription pricing—often in the range of $65–$100 per week—that feels more

manageable than a $150–$250 per-session fee. Subscription models feel like Netflix; per-session

billing feels like a medical expense.

Massive Marketing and SEO Budgets

BetterHelp spends tens of millions annually on advertising, including podcast sponsorships, YouTube

influencer deals, and Google Ads. When someone searches “therapy near me,” platforms dominate the

first page.

Reduced Stigma for First-Time Clients

For many people—particularly younger adults and men—the idea of walking into a therapist’s office

feels intimidating. A digital-first experience reduces that stigma barrier.

A Frictionless Onboarding Experience

Online platforms have invested heavily in user experience design. Questionnaires, matching

algorithms, and streamlined intake processes make starting therapy feel easy and modern. Many

private practices still rely on voicemail callbacks and paper intake forms.

None of this means online platforms deliver better therapy. It means they’ve built better

funnels. Recognizing that distinction is the first step toward competing effectively.

The Clinical Case for In-Person Therapy
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While convenience drives platform adoption, clinical evidence consistently supports the unique efficacy

of in-person therapy for many conditions and populations. This isn’t about ideology—it’s about what the

research shows.

Nonverbal Communication and Attunement

A substantial portion of human communication is nonverbal. In-person sessions give clinicians access

to the full range of body language, postural shifts, facial micro-expressions, breathing patterns, and

subtle physiological cues that are flattened or invisible through a screen. In modalities like

psychodynamic therapy and emotion-focused therapy, this information isn’t supplementary—it’s central

to the clinical work.

Somatic and Body-Based Approaches

Modalities such as EMDR, Somatic Experiencing, sensorimotor psychotherapy, and neurofeedback

require the therapist to observe and interact with the client’s body in real time. These approaches are

difficult or impossible to deliver with full fidelity over video.

Trauma Treatment and Safety

For clients with complex trauma, dissociative disorders, or severe PTSD, the physical therapeutic

environment plays a critical role in establishing safety and containment. Bessel van der Kolk’s

research, detailed in The Body Keeps the Score, underscores that trauma is stored in the body and

that healing often requires embodied, relational experiences that a screen cannot fully replicate.

Couples, Family, and Child Therapy

Couples therapy relies heavily on the therapist’s ability to read the dynamic between two people in a

shared room. Play therapy, sand tray therapy, and other expressive modalities used with children

require a physical therapeutic environment with specialized materials.

The Therapeutic Frame and Ritual

The concept of the “therapeutic frame”—the consistent, boundaried space in which therapy occurs—is

recognized as a healing factor in itself. Donald Winnicott’s concept of the “holding environment”

extends to the literal space in which therapy occurs. A carefully designed office communicates safety,

professionalism, and care in ways that a client’s bedroom or kitchen table cannot.

What the Comparative Research Shows

Meta-analyses published in the Journal of Clinical Psychology and Psychotherapy Research generally

find that teletherapy can be effective for mild to moderate depression and anxiety when using

structured CBT protocols. However, the evidence is weaker for complex presentations, personality
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disorders, trauma, and relational issues. In-person therapy consistently outperforms or matches

teletherapy across most outcome measures.

The takeaway: Telehealth is a legitimate clinical tool, and online platforms serve a real need.

But for many clinical presentations, in-person therapy offers meaningful clinical advantages that

are grounded in evidence, not nostalgia.

The Business Case for In-Person Therapy

Beyond clinical outcomes, there are compelling business reasons to anchor your practice in physical

office space.

Higher Retention and Deeper Engagement

Clients who commit to in-person therapy tend to stay longer in treatment. The physical act of showing

up creates accountability, and the relational depth fostered by in-room work strengthens the

therapeutic bond. Longer client retention means more consistent revenue and better clinical outcomes.

Higher Session Fees and Revenue Per Client

In-person therapists typically command higher session fees than platform-based therapists.

Independent practitioners control their pricing, can charge market rates appropriate to their specialty,

and aren’t subject to platform fee structures.

Referral Networks and Professional Credibility

A physical office and a visible local presence generate referrals in ways that a platform profile cannot.

Physicians, psychiatrists, school counselors, attorneys, and employee assistance programs refer to

therapists they know, trust, and can visit.

Specialization as a Competitive Moat

Online platforms tend to commoditize therapy. In-person practices can specialize deeply in areas like

perinatal mental health, EMDR for first responders, adolescent eating disorders, or executive

performance coaching. Deep specialization commands premium fees and attracts committed clients.

Insurance Panel Positioning
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Many insurance panels and EAPs still prioritize in-person providers, especially for higher-acuity clients.

Being credentialed and offering in-person availability can differentiate you from the growing pool of

telehealth-only providers.

Actionable Strategies to Compete and Thrive

Understanding the landscape is valuable. Acting on it is what separates practices that grow from those

that contract. Here are concrete strategies you can implement starting now.

1. Articulate and Market the Value of In-Person Therapy
Frame in-person therapy as a premium, intentional choice—not a default or a limitation. Instead

of “I offer in-person sessions,” try: “I provide dedicated, in-person therapy in a private,

professionally designed space because the quality of your therapeutic environment directly

impacts your healing.” If you specialize in modalities that require physical presence—EMDR,

somatic work, couples therapy—explain why on your website.

2. Build a Hybrid Practice Model
The most resilient practices offer telehealth for convenience and accessibility while anchoring

clinical work in the office. Initial consultations via telehealth, then transition to in-person for core

clinical work. Use telehealth for follow-ups and when clients travel. This gives you the

convenience advantage that platforms offer while preserving clinical depth.

3. Master Local SEO and Google Business Profile
You will never outspend BetterHelp on Google Ads. But you can outrank them in local search

results. Claim and fully optimize your Google Business Profile with professional photos, accurate

hours, keyword-rich descriptions, and consistent NAP information. Request reviews—practices

with 20+ five-star reviews consistently outperform competitors. Create location-specific service

pages and blog posts answering the questions your ideal clients are searching for.

4. Specialize Deeply—Niching Is Your Moat



STRATEGIC GUIDE

In-Person Therapy vs. Online Therapy Platforms

A strategic guide for licensed therapists navigating the rise of

online therapy platforms—and building practices that thrive.

OSI Offices  |  osioffices.com Page 6

BetterHelp’s strength is breadth. Your strength is depth. Choose a clinical niche that aligns with

your training, passion, and market demand. Get additional certifications, join specialty

organizations, speak at conferences, and build referral relationships around your niche.

Generalists compete on price; specialists compete on expertise.

5. Leverage Your Physical Space as a Differentiator
Your office isn’t just where you work—it’s a clinical tool, a branding asset, and a competitive

differentiator. Invest in a calming waiting area, sound insulation, and private entrances. Share

high-quality photos on your website and social media. If your current space doesn’t reflect your

clinical quality, providers like OSI Offices (osioffices.com) offer flexible, professionally designed

office suites specifically built for mental health professionals.

6. Build and Cultivate Referral Relationships
Identify 15–20 potential referral sources in your area—physicians, psychiatrists, school

counselors, family law attorneys. Introduce yourself professionally, offer to meet, and provide a

one-page overview of your specialties. Follow up consistently and send thank-you notes. EAP

contracts are another valuable channel for steady new client inquiries.

7. Build a Personal Brand That Platforms Can’t Match
You’re not a faceless platform—you’re a real person with a name, a face, a story, and a

reputation. Consistent, authentic content on Instagram, LinkedIn, or a blog builds awareness and

trust. A 60-second introduction video on your website can do more to build rapport than any

written bio.

8. Rethink Pricing and Packaging
Consider offering package pricing—a bundle of four or eight sessions at a slight discount, paid

upfront. This improves commitment, reduces cancellations, and provides predictable revenue. Be

transparent about pricing on your website—removing financial ambiguity is one of the simplest

ways to increase inquiry-to-appointment conversion.

9. Elevate the Client Experience at Every Touchpoint
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Invest in a modern, mobile-friendly website with online scheduling. Use a practice management

system with paperless intake, automated reminders, and a client portal. Respond to new inquiries

within 24 hours. Think about the full client journey: website visit, inquiry, intake, waiting room,

session, follow-up. Each touchpoint is an opportunity to communicate care, competence, and

professionalism.

The Opportunity Inside the Disruption

The rise of online therapy platforms is not a signal that in-person therapy is dying. It’s a signal that the

market is segmenting. Clients who want low-cost, convenient, text-based support now have abundant

options—and that’s fine. Those aren’t necessarily your clients.

Your clients are the ones who need deeper work. The couple on the verge of divorce who needs

someone to read the room. The trauma survivor who needs a calm, contained physical space to feel

safe enough to process their hardest memories. The adolescent who needs a play therapy room, not a

chat window. The executive who wants a confidential, high-end environment that matches the

seriousness of the work they’re doing.

These clients exist in abundance. They’re looking for you. The question is whether your practice is

positioned, marketed, and designed to reach them.

The therapists who will thrive in this new landscape are the ones who treat their practice like a

business without losing the clinical heart that brought them to this work. They specialize. They market

intentionally. They invest in their space. They build relationships in their community. They offer an

experience that no app can match.

This isn’t a moment to retreat. It’s a moment to get strategic.

Ready to Elevate Your Practice Space?

OSI Offices provides professionally designed, flexible office suites built specifically for mental health

professionals—with soundproofing, private waiting areas, and lease terms that grow with your

practice.

osioffices.com

https://osioffices.com
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Your training, your expertise, your presence, and your space are your competitive advantages.

The platforms have scale. You have depth. In a field built on human connection, that will always matter.


