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Experience of Online Family Counseling 
in COVID-2019 Pandemic

Shiqin Shen, Ph.D.

As we all know, one of the huge cities of China - 
Wuhan - was put in lockdown on 23rd Jan, 2020 
because of the Coronavirus epidemic. Chongqing, 
where I live, is one of the big cities bordered by Wuhan. 
To prevent the outbreak of the Coronavirus epidemic 
in my city, a “Stay at Home” restriction was issued by 
the government at the time of the Chinese New Year, 
about 10 days after lockdown in Wuhan. The restriction 
was gradually relieved in March, but has not been 
completely relieved until now.

During the “Stay at Home” restriction, psychological 
counseling was transferred to online counseling. As a 
family therapist for children and adolescents, I have 
some feelings to share here.

First, I felt it was more difficult to keep the parents 
involved in those families in which parents had not 
understood the impact of their behaviour on the family 
system. For example, one father secretly turned on 
the television during online counseling, even after 
a boundary had been agreed that this would not 
happen. Consequently, he could not concentrate on 
the discussion, even when his daughter took away the 
TV remote control. When the Coronavirus epidemic 
was controlled, and the “Stay at Home” restriction was 
relieved, I invited the family to come to my counseling 
room. In contrast to his behavior at home, the father 
was much more involved and focused.

Second, even when the family members were highly 
involved, I felt more tired interviewing the same 
people online than in a face-to-face interview. I think 
it may be because I could not get more body language 

information online, as compared with a face-to-face 
meeting. Most of the family members only showed their 
face on the screen, even though I let them adjust the 
position in the beginning. Sometimes, they changed 
their position during the interview.

Finally, I found that it is more difficult to promote 
communication among family members and to 
establish a safe relationship between the therapist and 
the family members on the screen.

On the other hand, I also learned to improve 
communication and increase the effect of the 
counseling sessions. Here is the most useful example:

With one family, when it was time to discuss the 
strategies the family members used to protect 
themselves, I shared the DMM model on the screen, 
taking about 10 minutes to explain the meaning of 
the model. Then I let the family members discuss 
their strategies in a specific context with systemic 
questions. As counseling progressed, I encouraged 
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them to discuss the strategies they used in their family 
of origin, and what they thought about that now. I found 
this made it easier for the parents to understand the 
reasons for their problems and the relationship between 
their symptoms and their family system. This technique 
can also help to promote good communication 
among the family members and help them adjust 
their strategies in specific contexts, such as conflicts 
between couples, and between parents and children. 
For example, one time, when the mother impulsively 
said to her child, ‘You will not be allowed to play games 
any more if you can’t get a score above 95 in the math 
online test,’ then the child said, ‘You are using type C 
strategy!’ Then the whole family laughed.

All in all, in my experience, it is easier to get both verbal 
and non-verbal information in a face-to-face interview 
than an online interview. Nevertheless, while under 
such a special situation as this Coronavirus pandemic, 
online counseling can keep the therapy going, which is 
most important to the clients.

In the end, I think there are some ways to overcome 
the weaknesses of online counseling. For example, to 
develop new skills to keep the family involved online, 
it is useful to set limits before the interview and 
emphasize the limits more strongly.

Dr. Shiqin Shen is a clinical psychologist and psychotherapist in Daping 
Hospital, Third Military Medical University, and founder of Raindrop 
Psychological Service Center for children and families, 
Chongqing, China.

We are friends and Registered Forensic Psychologists 
based in Birmingham, UK. We met almost a decade 
ago, while studying a Master’s conversion course in 
psychology, then completed our Doctoral training in 
Forensic Psychology together.

We were fortunate enough to chance upon the DMM early 
in our training when we knew very little about humans. We 
were captivated by this humane, complex and beautiful 
model and studied it informally for around five years 
before completing the AAI training with Clark Baim.

We now practice in different areas: Stephanie with 

children and families in care proceedings, and Alex with 
men in forensic mental health. However, we share the 
same philosophy, which has been largely shaped by the 
DMM: passion for learning, and valuing communicating 
psychological ideas.

As Outreach Editors for DMM news, we want to develop 
a hub for collating and disseminating innovative content 
and ideas within - and beyond - the DMM community. 
In doing so, we hope that many more will join us on the 
DMM path. 

Introducing Stephanie Wilson and Alexander Jack, 
the Outreach Editors for DMM News

Stephanie WilsonAlexander Jack
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In this issue of DMM News, Shiqin 
Shen reflects on her online clinical 
work with families and individuals 
during the pandemic. In addition, 

our new Outreach Editors, Stephanie Wilson and Alex 
Jack, introduce themselves and their new roles. 

As we all make adjustments required of us by the 
COVID-19 pandemic, a key question for people in the 
DMM community is how the model can still be applied 
and adapted to this new reality. In the coming months, 
we plan to feature articles by DMMers from around the 
world, helping us to understand how they are using the 
model and applying and adapting the tools. For example, 
some practitioners are beginning to trial delivering the AAI 

online via Zoom, and even by phone. This is experimental, 
and results will need to be carefully assessed to see 
if the transcripts are codable, if the key information is 
retained, and if the results are as robust as face-to-face 
interviews. This is just one example of the sort of work 
being undertaken in this new era. 

If you would like to share your experience and your 
thoughts about how you are using the DMM and adapting 
your practices during the pandemic, please contact me 
using the details below, and I will be pleased to consider 
your writing for the DMM News. We would love to hear 
from you.

 Clark Baim, DMM News Editor

Adjusting During a Pandemic

Clark Baim 
DMM News Editor

Please support this work and the achievement of 
IASA’s goals by becoming a member or renewing 
your membership. 

Join the conversation with IASA on Facebook.

More information on IASA website: 
www.iasa-dmm.org 

The website has a section of videos that members 
can access.

For information on DMM News manuscript submission, 
contact: 

Clark Baim, Editor: cbaim@hotmail.com 

or – for submissions in languages other than English – 
contact: 

Rebecca Darby, Co-editor in charge of international 
translated editions:  Rebecca.darby@nspcc.org.uk

From our Facebook page; adapting to a new world - 
completing TAAI Training via Zoom! Join us on Facebook!


