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To all families

Who teach us about compassion

To all co-workers

Who remind us of commitment
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Systemic thinking about families and practical skills

1.

Families are social systems. They organize their members toward certain ways of thinking about themselves and
interacting with each other. The behavior of family members becomes constrained, over time, by family rules,
boundaries, and expectations. What the staff sees when they meet a family is predictable behavior that defines

“the way things are” in the family.

The typical behavior of family members may be preferred, but alternative patterns are available - even if seldom
used. This fact encourages a hopeful view of possibilities, providing incentive for exploring the family’s

repertoire. Assessment of a family should always include the invisible roster of strengths and resources.

Individuals are separate entities, but are also part of a web of family relationships. The staff is often presented
with an identified client whose symptoms or behavior are defined as the problem. They can accept the presenting
complaint, but must be aware that control of the symptom lies in the interaction between family members and the

client.

Families move through transitional periods in which the demands of new circumstances require a change in family
patterns. The family may respond by adapting and evolving, but families sometimes get stuck, maintaining
patterns that are habitual but unadaptive. Symptoms or disruptive behavior in one family member may reflect the
family’s distress. The problems are potentially transitory, and the function of the staff is to help the family through

a period of disorganization.

When they intervene, workers become part of the family system, and are likely to be pulled toward accepting the
family’s view of who they are and how they should be helped. The staff should understand that the pull of the
system narrows their view of the family. It’s important, even if difficult, to think about the family in a different

way and to highlight their capacity for expansion.

The staff’s first efforts to help families change should explore how they define their problems, questioning and
expanding what the family has taken for granted. The skills for gathering information and exploring possibilities
include listening, observing, mapping, reframing, and helping families explore agreements and disagreements

through spontaneous and guided enactments.

Workers are the catalysts of change. They help the family recognize dysfunctional patterns and explore the
possibility of relating in different ways. Family members are encouraged to connect, whenever alienated, and to

explore constructive approaches to conflict.

The staff empowers families by focusing on family strengths, but they must also work with conflict. If conflicts
aren’t resolved, they may alienate family members from each other or erupt into violence. The staff should explore

this area., listening for disagreements, helping the family to handle conflict safely, and exploring new ways of
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relating under stress.

9. Intervention is most effective if the staff can restrain their expertise, using their skills to encourage family
members to see each other as a resource, and to mobilize help from within their own network. That may involve a
new role for workers, requiring a less central position than is customary, and a less active effort to solve the

family’s problems for them.

10. The staff should consider the extended family as its own primary resource, expanding their initial view of who
might be available to help. A request for additional professional services may not be necessary and should be
considered carefully. When many agencies are providing a family with multiple services, it’s important to evaluate
the balance between help and confusion. One of the most useful interventions on the behalf of a family may be to

induce organizational changes, so that services become more collaborative, family-friendly, and effective.

(Note:taken from Minuchin, P., Colapinto, J., & Minuchin, S. (1998) Working with Families of the Poor Ch. 3, pp.
64-65)

(112)



I Fﬂ

ORI PR T 5 I U TR T SR O (R 2 SRS T ( Core

Competency ) °

#ﬁ,ﬂﬁ@ﬁ@@jrm%ggwﬁ(MWmcmmrwm)’%ﬁiﬁéﬂmmmj—@%%%w
LE O

ﬂ\ru} ]

i

S
sl

|



