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Wonder Woman takes on South By SouthWest (SxSW 2012)  

By Audrey Jung 

I admit, I had absolutely no idea what to expect when I stepped off the airplane to attend the annual 

SXSW convention.  

 

 Truthfully, I didn't know what to expect of Austin, Texas, let alone the city-wide Interactive and Film 

portion of an incredibly famous conference that drew 25,000 people to a University town during a rainy 

weekend in March. 

 

 And how did I come to be there, anyway?  That is a good question, and one that I can now answer 

without mumbling under my breath:  I was asked to be a panelist during the "Online Therapy...Naked?" 

discussion.  But, I am getting ahead of myself... 

 

 Friday morning I was ushered to the front of a 2 hour line to pick up my badge for the onference.  While 

in my head I danced a little jig, reveling in my VIPness, I look to my right and see an entire camera crew 

documenting some guy's own approach to the registration desk.  Clearly my rock-star status was quickly 

humbled. 

 

 Badge in hand, I attended my first panel:  "Improv... Change Happens," hosted by Hirsch and Hirsch, a 

Married Imrpovisational Team.  This dynamic duo shared a small comedic technique that is used in 

stand-up improv to facilitate communication between comedians, especially when thrown a difficult 

topic of conversation.  Simply titled, "Yes, and...", this technique draws from Dialectical Behavior 

http://schedule.sxsw.com/2012/events/event_IAP13160
http://www.amandahirsch.com/just-me/improv-for-everyone-at-sxsw-2011.html
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Therapy as a means to simply accept the reality of another person's perception and build upon that 

perception without letting go of your own goals for engagement (or, as comedians say, "while holding 

onto your shit").  The Comedians Hirsch caution us to avoid but sandwiches which lend to defensiveness 

or power struggles, and instead validate our partner's feelings with the 'yes' comment and redirect onto 

positivity with the 'and' statement.  For example, an adolescent may exclaim, "OMG if anyone sees me 

here, I'll never live it down!" and her father may respond, "Yes, and you and that person who is also 

here may have a huge laugh about it later."  The role playing activities further reinforced the DBT 

concepts that a situation may not be "all or nothing," but "both/and" as well, and could be easily 

accomplished with a well-engaged couple presenting for communication improvement treatment. 

 To be honest, I didn't expect to find panels that related so easily to my clinical practice, and I left the 

comedians with all the gears spinning in my head... was it possible that there were other panels, run by 

software engineers and business/marketing moguls that could also help my practice? 

 

 Turns out that the weekend was filled with experiences that were indeed relevent, though they may not 

have been originally designed for the psychotherapy audience:  Your Brain on Multitasking (Silverman, 

Bregman, Gazzely and Meyer) quickly revealed the neuroscientific research behind the cognitive 

processes involved in conflicting simultaneous task accomplishment.  The researchers cautioned us not 

to text while driving as that utilized too many brain resources at the same time, increasing our chances 

for mistakes to occur.  They suggested that the accomplishment of certain tasks will improve with 

practice, and that other distractions can be eliminated with simple manipulations of the environment.  A 

six box task list was suggested for compulsive list-makers to refocus their attention on their highest 

priorities, eliminating the distractions of other time wasting tasks.  Repositioning a candy dish to the 

center of an office will aid to eliminate mindless munching while web-surfing, and utilizing multiple 

monitors can both aid in the accomplishment of a task or impede in the accomplishment of a task, 

http://schedule.sxsw.com/2012/events/event_IAP10923
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depending on what appears on the other screen.  Presenters remind us to close out time wasters like 

Facebook, email and Tetris when we need to focus on a task we don't like. 

  

 

Becoming Super Better (Jane McGonigal, Ph.D.) refocused my attention onto the healing powers of 

gaming.  Ms. McGonigal addressed the audience in a blue and pink striped dress closely resembling the 

style of the old fashioned Super-Girl comics, and after sharing with the audience the life changing 

incident that sparked her to create her Super Better videogame (head trauma resulting in severe post 

concussion syndrome), she reminded us that social gaming resolves four of the top five conflicts 

expressed by the Dying:  wishing they hadn't worked so hard; that they had stayed in contact with 

friends; that they had been happier in their lives; that they had the courage to express their real 

selves.  Dr. McGonigal's most recent videogame encourages balance across Cognitive, Emotional, 

Spiritual and Physical realms by engaging a client and their support system in a gamified online 

environment designed to coach them toward their health related goals.  It is a simple tool that can be 

effectively used with younger populations to reinforce CBT work done during therapy sessions. 

 Likeable Social Media (Dave Kerpen) appealed to the business side of my private practitioner 

identity.  Kerpen reminded the audience that social media is not only a tool used to market their 

products to a larger audience, but one that allows companies to listen and respond to immediate 

feedback.  Kerpen's latest book details 18 suggestions for improving the manner in which you harness 

social media to promote yourself, including:  listening, responding, sharing, inspiring, providing value, 

targeting, surprising and being likeable.  I waited for a half hour to get him to sign his book, and whether 

I found him personally likeable aside, his public presence was indeed engaging. 

 

http://news.cnet.com/8301-10797_3-57394414-235/jane-mcgonigals-super-better-a-game-for-your-health-video/
http://schedule.sxsw.com/2012/events/event_IAP10782
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 Did I only attend cerebral panels?  Oh no.  I went to promotional happy hours, parties and even a film 

release.  I networked with professionals from IBM, Nokia, American Express, Samsung and Dell.  I 

enhanced my vocabulary to better understand concepts of API management, app development, gaming 

interfaces and social networking platforms.  I saw Matthew McConaughey.  Live.  In person.  Standing in 

front of me. 

 

 And, when my feet finally reached the ground, I talked with an audience about the practice of mental 

health counseling online with or without one's clothes. 

 

 My friend once commented that I need an action figure of Wonder Woman to stand next to the 

figurines of Freud and Jung that perch on my book shelf in my office.  She pointed out that like this DC 

Comic Super Hero, I too have an alter ego - therapist entrepreneur by day and wife-mother by night.  I 

laughed when she suggested this, but she may be right.  My clients often forget that I do not live in my 

office, and that I may be just as human as they are in my own life. 

 

And, like Wonder Woman, I find myself journeying through some fantastic adventures.  Sometimes I 

wonder how I get myself into these situations.  I think it has to do with my philosophy about answering 

the door when opportunity knocks...  sometimes I wonder if the smarter thing to do is to run and 

hide.  But, armed with my bullet-proof jewelry and lasso of truth, I brazenly plow forth. 

 

This time, it began with a simple email from a colleague, Doc JohnG from Psych Central.  He intended to 

submit a proposal to some conference somewhere that he interview a panel of therapists who work 

online.  The hook?  One of the panelists has developed a practice of working naked with her 

clients.  Sure, I gave the idea some thought before I responded, and I even clarified that I was not the 

http://psychcentral.com/
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naked panelist he had in mind...  On my mind was even the possibility that this proposal would be 

denied, and we'd never give this another thought. 

 

Oh, but no!  OF COURSE this panel idea was accepted.  This was not just some tiny little conference in 

the bible belt of Texas... this was the South By Southwest Conference in hipster Austin!  SxSW offers the 

Interactive, Film and Music industries an annual event to foster creativity and learn about emerging 

technologies in their fields.  It is, as their website indicates, " the premier destination for 

discovery".  And it was attended by 25,000 people last weekend. 

 

The title of our presentation, "Online Therapy...Naked?" definitely raised a lot of eyebrows.  We were 

even mentioned by Vanity Fair magazine in their list of the top 34 most unappealing events at sxsw (We 

were number 5...YAY!  All press is good press, right?).  We were given a hangover time slot (9:30am on a 

Saturday morning), and placed in a remote campus location with all the other healthcare step-

children.  And despite all of this, we had an audience who was eager and willing, and perhaps even 

curious, to learn more about the practice of online mental health and how it could possibly facilitate the 

concepts of nudity as a therapeutic intervention. 

 

And we were fully clothed... all of us!   

 

Initially, we met each other in the green room, an area filled with water and coffee that is reserved for 

pending panelists to coordinate with sxsw staff members prior to their gig.  In addition to the mighty Dr. 

Grohol, I met Julie Hanks, LCSW a clinical entrepreneur from Salt Lake City, UT and Sarah White, the self-

penned "Original Naked Therapist".  We chatted a little bit, introduced ourselves to each other, and 

http://sxsw.com/press
http://schedule.sxsw.com/2012/events/event_IAP13160
http://www.vanityfair.com/online/daily/2012/03/sxsw-2012-austin-panels-tech-conference
http://psychcentral.com/bio.htm
http://psychcentral.com/bio.htm
http://www.wasatchfamilytherapy.com/
http://sarahwhitetherapy.com/
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were reminded to maintain the focus on the development of technologies to enable the emergence of... 

ahem... avante guarde therapies.  Finally, we were escorted to our auditorium, and the program began. 

Sarah discussed her practice of Naked Therapy.  Essentially, she is revisiting a practice that emerged in 

the 1960s, where a therapist addressed issues related to arousal with a client who was becoming 

aroused by either viewing pornographic material or the behaviors of a sexual surrogate who was also in 

the room.  The difference with Sarah, however, is that she combines the sexual surrogate and the 

therapist role into one - she discusses her client's insecurities and arousal issues while she removes her 

own clothes, and encourages her clients to become aroused.  Another important issue to mention here 

is that Sarah is not a licensed psychotherapist, nor does she have advanced training in mental health 

beyond an undergraduate degree in psychology.  She has, however, picked up on the concepts of 

transference and collateral damage that can occur in a therapy session, and is attempting in her own 

way to undo damage that may have been done to the client's ego state when their attempt to express 

their feelings was squashed by a legitimate therapist who was practicing formal professional 

boundaries.  Ms. White has coined her work as the Great Naked Experiment, an interesting catch phrase 

designed to begin the dialogue, collaboration and development of new ideas surrounding 

sexuality.  Unfortunately, her practice is legitimately dangerous, and has the potential to create its own 

collateral damage as a client relives his trauma.  Sarah shared a few case studies, and was open to 

questions and cross talk from the panels. 

 

Julie discussed the development of her face to face therapy clinic and its cross over into the realm of 

online mental health.  Julie discussed the use of video therapy as an adjunct to the work she is doing 

with her face to face clients, and addressed the differences between her online work and the work of 

the Naked Therapist.  Julie discussed the concept of sexuality in marriage counseling, and her goal to 

enhance the emotionally intimate communications between a couple before, during and after arousal 
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without stepping in to their dialectics.  Julie's training as a licensed clinical social worker added key 

insight into the minds of men who compulsively view pornographic material when she addressed the 

challenges that these men might have avoiding their desire for escapism when asked to articulate their 

feelings and remain in the moment during arousal.  Ms. Hanks indicated that she maintains a strong 

social media policy designed to inform clients about the limits and liabilities of following her across 

social networking platforms like Twitter and Facebook. 

 

I discussed the various modalities involved in the emerging field of online mental health, and addressed 

the nuances of assessment, communication, and confidentiality across these modalities.  I presented 

two case studies that were designed to promote awareness of the ease of access for treatment that 

clients who live in remote areas or maintain unorthodox work schedules can enjoy when they turn to an 

online therapist.  Finally, I discussed the licensure complications and controversies involved in practicing 

therapy online. 

 

After answering a few questions about technology, the sxsw staffers gave us the time's up signal, 

Wonder Woman was once again transformed into her alter ego, and she left the stage to hunt for Joss 

Whedon back at the convention center where all the cool kids congregate. 

 

Author: Audrey Jung 
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