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Managing Virtual Treatment for  

Mood Disorders 

Think back to before 

the pandemic started and re-

member and imagine what it 

was like to go to therapy.  You 

might have taken the train 

there or walked.  There may 

have been an elevator and 

waiting room. Your therapist 

may have opened their office 

door and invited you in.  In-

side, there may have been a 

couch or a chair, a box of tis-

sues, and a clock.  You also 

probably met at the same time 

each week for 45 or 50 

minutes and you know how the 

payment was going to hap-

pen.   You paid at the end of 

the session or the end of the 

month.  Or the therapist would 

bill your insurance.  In the 

mental health field, we call 

many of these surrounding 

and peripheral features of the 

therapy, “the frame.”  They 

are, by design, meant to pro-

vide you with a sense of con-

sistency and trust in your ther-

apy.  They may be adjustable, 

but they are indicators of the 

boundaries that protect your 

safe space.  Due to an ongoing 

frame, you know that the dis-

cussion is confidential and you 

do not have to ask each 

week.  You know that your 

therapist is there waiting for 

you each week. There are 

many functions to the frame 

and the frame is slightly differ-

ent for each person and each 

therapist.  I bring it up here 

because we have all been 

forced to switch to virtual ther-

apy and groups. What we do 

with the video sessions and 

video groups is try to replicate 

the frame.  We try to make it 

as close to the in-person expe-

rience as we can.   

If you attend groups at 

MSDG, you see we do a similar 

thing.  Just like in real life, we 

have a facilitator, an introduc-

tion to the group, and we meet 

at the same time each 

week.  We have similar rules 

virtually as we do in person. All 

of these things help provide 

security and reliability in our 

groups. 

There are many ad-

vantages and disadvantages 

to a virtual frame. One clear 

advantage is that virtual meet-

ings are very convenient.  Also, 

many people with social anxie-

ty seem to feel more comforta-

ble in virtual groups and those 

who have limited mobility can 

now attend more easily.  Per-
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HealthyPlace.com  “Why Mental 

Health Misdiagnosis Can Be 

Traumatic” 
https://www.healthyplace.com/blogs/

recoveringfrommentalillness/2020/7/
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traumatic  
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Managing Virtual Treatment for Mood Disorders 

haps do to the ease of clicking 

in to the group, our virtual 

groups seem to be more acces-

sible to people of color, many 

of whom reported that going to 

groups in the past was very 

challenging due to the stigma 

of mental illness in their com-

munity or families.  

There are some down-

sides to virtual treatment, 

though.  One is that many peo-

ple do not have a strong 

enough internet connection or 

a good grasp of the technology 

needed and so their treatment 

may be interrupted by technical 

difficulties.  Also, many people 

cannot get privacy in their 

homes.  A very glaring disad-

vantage is difficulty reading 

body language.  It can still be 

done, but it is compro-

mised.  Both therapist and cli-

ent have only a face or upper 

half of a body to view and get a 

read. With virtual treatment in 

mental health, we are working 

on difficulties of the human 

condition without being in the 

same room with someone. This 

speaks to the loss of an intan-

gible “feel” of people that we 

get when we interact with 

them.  Lastly, many people de-

scribe that when they leave 

therapy or group they can pro-

cess or “digest” the discussion 

on the way home.  Now, they 

describe that when they end 

sessions, they are plunged into 

sudden aloneness as their 

(Continued from page 1) therapist or group disappears 

from their device.   

So virtual sessions have 

their good and bad points.  It is 

best to make attempts to cre-

ate a virtual experience that 

works as best as it can for our-

selves.   For a therapy session, 

if possible, you want to try to 

get a private space with 

as  few distractions as possi-

ble. You want to try to sit in the 

same place each week and 

meet your therapist at con-

sistent times. I would suggest 

a similar thing for group. Hav-

ing minimal distractions is 

helpful for both you and the 

others in the group. Some-

times it is important to use 

technology more so we can 

continue with treatment, book 

clubs, music lessons, socializ-

ing, etc.   

This then means we 

should modify our virtual sys-

tem to be more comforta-

ble.  Make your talking space 

comfortable for you as if this is 

a permanent situation.  Now is 

the time to re-arrange furni-

ture, get that new desk chair 

you need, or install a lamp or 

plant in your sitting or work 

area near your device.  Howev-

er, having more screen time 

requires balance so it is equal-

ly important to get outside 

time and movement in your 

daily routine as well.  Take a 

walk, hike, ride a bike, or simp-

ly sit outside each day, if possi-

ble.  Create a structure in your 

day that includes the activities 

you must do on-line with those 

where you can go out-

side.  Make sure you leave your 

bed each day and only use it for 

sleeping.  Do not have sessions 

or group in bed if you can avoid 

it. And it is best to get dressed 

each day even if you cannot 

leave the house.  This enhanc-

es mood and signals to your 

body that you are up in the day 

and going to sleep at night. For 

more tips on managing virtual 

therapy and virtual groups, you 

can actually attend a virtual 

group and exchange and listen 

to others.   

Li Faustino is Chair of 
the MDSG Board. 


