
 

 

Chapter 5: 

Practical considerations regarding online couple and family therapy 

Arnon Rolnick and Shoshana Hellman 

There are specific issues for couple therapy and use of video therapy. Here are some tips 

for the practitioners: 

 Seating arrangements: Should the couple use the same computer and camera or 

should they use separate computers? 

Most approaches consider the seating arrangement as very important: On the one hand, 

we want the couple to talk to each other. On the other hand, we want the couple, as a unit, to face 

the therapist as well.  Apparently, the school of thought in couple and family therapy determines 

the seating arrangement online: 

Imago relations therapy puts a significant emphasis on sharing and active listening, so the 

couple should actually face each other. Hence one should consider using two different computers 

according to this approach. 

The Gottman method emphasizes assessment of facial expressions, as a way to perceive 

the emotional aspects of the interaction. Sue Johnson’s EFT emphasizes being together in front 

of the therapist and still be able to talk to each other. Thus, the couple should use one computer 

and camera. However, it might reduce the therapist’s ability to notice the facial expression of 

each partner. 

In general, video therapy enables the therapist to observe the couple's faces in a very 

detailed way. Each of the partners sees the therapist’s face in detail as well. Therefore, there is a 

unique advantage in sitting close to the camera. However, as mentioned in the general practical 

instructions, sitting like this prevents perceiving the body expressions 



 

 

Ellyn Bader and Peter Pearson suggest that the way the couple chooses to sit, might give 

the therapist some information about their intimacy. So, the online therapist should wait and see 

what type of seating arrangement the couple chooses. 

These are all important considerations, and the therapists should choose their preferences 

according to the specific situation and the stage of therapy.  

 

Who the therapist refers to? 

In an in-person setting, where everyone is in same room, it’s very clear whom the 

therapist is referring to. The therapist's head and body face either one partner or the other.  Using 

video, the therapist should be aware that the couple cannot perceive where he or she is heading, 

so the therapist should find ways to indicate it, sometimes simply by mentioning the name of the 

person s/he is addressing. 

    

Setting:  

Since the couple is sitting in their own premises doing video therapy, it is important to 

define the specific environment where therapy is going to take place. It is also important to keep 

the consistency of the same place. The therapist should note the spatial arrangement of the space 

where video therapy is taking place. Sometimes the specific objects in that space can have 

significance for the couple. Even a presence of a pet can be significant. The same holds true for 

the therapist who is not using his private office for the video therapy.  

 

Should couple and family therapy start face-to-face and then continue with video 

conferencing, or is it just as efficient to do it only via video conferencing?  



 

 

During intake, when assessment is important, in-person meetings are highly 

recommended, but if it is not possible then the first meeting should be arranged so that the 

partners are sitting together and seen on one screen, since the purpose is to assess the problems 

of the couple and their togetherness. In subsequent meetings there might be an advantage for 

each partner to use a different computer. 

The possibility of one partner sitting with the therapist and one partner sitting in a remote 

place using video conferencing, is not recommended, due to the fact that it might be perceived as 

a coalition between the therapist and that partner.  

 

Individual meetings:  

There is a long debate whether couple therapists should see the partners individually.  

According to the Gottman approach, the intake includes individual meetings as well, in which it 

is important to keep privacy conditions. The other partner or any other family member should not 

be in vicinity of the meeting, and it should be clarified for the online meeting. Other approaches 

do not encourage individual meetings in couple therapy. 

 

Conflict situations: 

In treatment, especially in situations of conflict, it is important that the therapist should 

intervene actively and make sure that each of the partners gets his or her turn to speak separately. 

Bader and Peterson emphasize the need for the therapist to take a leadership role in couple 

therapy and to refuse to allow the session to begin with anger and hostility. While in the same 

physical space the therapist can use some cues (like physically approaching one partner with 

his/her chair, as Sue Johnson’s suggests, or slightly touching the other). This cannot be done in 



 

 

video therapy. The therapist and clients can agree ahead of time to certain cues (visual or 

auditory) that the therapist can use during conflict. There are even some situations where people 

sit apart in which the therapist can use the mute button for some members of the family when 

another member is talking.  

 

Real life and crisis situations:  

The fact that therapy can be conducted at the couple’s premises, opens the opportunity 

for the couple to demonstrate real life situations and crises even more than in the therapist’s 

office, and allows the therapist to intervene while seeing these real-life situations. However, in 

extreme cases (e.g. when violence or real threat is involved), the therapist should prepare in 

advance someone in the couple’s neighborhood to intervene. 

 

Emotional flooding; 

Emotional flooding is an important factor in the assessment and the treatment of a couple. 

Usually, couple therapists use verbal and nonverbal cues to assess it. The Gottman method uses 

technical tools such as a pulse oximeter for each of the partners. In video therapy these 

technological means can be easier to use and implement. For example, in video therapy one can 

share the results on the screen or even see them on the screen in real time, while being measured. 

(pulse, heart rate), which cannot be done in face to face therapy. 

However, we should take into consideration that it might be difficult to control such 

flooding from a distance as there is no physical proximity that might help in preventing 

escalation and even acting out of one of the partners.   



 

 

One way to overcome this, is to make sure that both the therapist and the clients are 

aware of community resources in the proximity (geographical area) of the clients, especially in 

crisis situations. Another way is to teach strategies such as relaxation techniques or meditation to 

cope with these situations.  

 

The rhythm of the session: 

In in-person therapy silence is a common technique and the therapist has many other 

nonverbal possibilities. On the other hand, in video therapy, blurred or slow speech, delays in 

speech or silences can be interpreted as technical issues, therefore it is important to keep a 

certain rhythm and refrain from too many silences, which could be interpreted at times as 

technical difficulties. 

 

Recording of sessions: 

Recording the couple therapy sessions is common in many couple therapy schools and is 

in fact built-in for training couple therapists, and for receiving feedback and supervision. The use 

of recording in assessment and therapy is one of the important factors in Gottman’s theory.  The 

video recording can help the therapist in assessing the couple, and in some cases could be used 

by the couple during treatment while teaching them new skills. Recording the sessions online is 

much simpler and easier than in the office setting. 

 

The accessibility of using computers and video cameras in remote therapy can help 

couples and the therapist to intervene in conflict situations at home. If the couple uses the camera 



 

 

in such situations and shares it with the therapist live, the therapist can intervene immediately 

without having to demonstrate or talk about these situations in the office. 

 

Long-distance relationships: 

The prevalence of long-distance relationships in the modern era emphasizes the necessity 

of online distance therapy, as this is one of the major means that a couple in such relationship is 

using to communicate. In these cases, online therapy is the only way to use for couple therapy 

since the partners are not living in the same geographical locations. 

 

Family therapy: 

When dealing with children in family therapy via video conferencing, the therapist should 

remember that children need real physical presence of a therapist while participating in therapy.  

It is hard also to keep children’s attention for longer periods of time, especially online. These are 

considerations before therapy involves children, but of course every child can be different.  

  

 



 

 

 


