FAMILY SYSTEMS THEORY

Alexa and Cassie affirmed their love and commitment for each other in a civil
union ceremony three years ago. For the most part, the women do not have any
serious disagreements, or at least none that they can really put a finger on. But
sometimes Alexa says or does something that offends Cassie. Alexa then feels
somewhat guilty for what she has done, but she does not feel that it is totally her
fault and does not like the superior attitude Cassie sometimes has when Alexa
does apologize. So, Alexa acts defensively instead, giving the impression that she
is now responding to a revengeful reaction on her part, although she has not (at
least yet) given one. Cassie cannot understand why Alexa was mean to her and is
angry but does not want to show it, so she acts indifferently. Alexa notices the
indifference and wonders whether it is feigned or deliberate. Alexa is afraid to
apologize because it would be embarrassing and even more hurtful if the apol-
ogy were rejected or used to advantage by Cassie. Besides, it was not as though
Cassie had not done something to her earlier that precipitated the offense. Mean-
while, Cassie wants to hear an apology but is not sure that it will be enough. Cassie
would like restitution but is not sure that she can demand it. So, neither apolo-
gizes nor forgives and the relationship spirals downhill. They eventually stop talk-
ing to each other without really understanding why and are urged by their friends
to seek counseling.

This continuous circular interaction, where each person is responding to her per-
ception of the other, is at the heart of family systems theory and illustrates its
complexity.

HISTORY

Family systems theory emerged primarily in the 1960s. However, the basic concepts that
Wwould eventually lead to a coherent theory were being discussed a long time before that.
For €xample, in 1926, Ernest Burgess made a presentation to the American Sociolqgical
ASSOCiation that became a landmark publication. He referred to the family as “a unity of
‘fiteracting personalities.” He explained that this means that the family is muf:h more
than its formal o legal definition; instead, it is a living, growing “super personality” that

hag A«
45 1ts essence the interaction of its members.
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BASIC ASSUMPTIONS

The whole is greater than the sum of the parts. A family 1s much more than a collection o
individuals who live together and are related to each otheri it has a holistic quality. The parts
are interconnected such that individual members can be understood only within the context
of the whole. As a social system, the whole possesses its own charactensucs, rules, roles, com-
munication patterns, and power structure. Thus, from a systems perspective, the tamuly 1
che primary unit of analysis or observation and not the individual. Individual members mu
be understood in terms of their relationship to the tamily of which they are a part.

B A common analogy to illustrate wholeness can be depicted by a cake. Although t
dividual mg‘rvdicnts (e.g., Hour, sugar, milk, butter, baking soda, eggs) are the compd!
parts, what s removed from the oven (i.e., the cake) is of a very ditferent quality: it 15 MLt
chan each of its indi\«iidual elements. An insigniticant member (é,g,‘ a small amount of bakin
x)da)~}1a§ the potential o impact the whole by influencing whether the cake nses of s tlat-
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. chird grade and has some learning disabilities. For the previous two years, Lakeasha and

Marcus were able to ride the same elementary school bus and she was able to “protect”

Marcus from a couple of older boys who would bully and make fun of him. Now that she
s in middle school, the two no longer ride the same bus, and she s not able to provide the

ame oversight for her brother. The past couple of days when Lakeasha got home from
«chool, she learned that her brother Marcus was “pushed around” on the bus and that
chese same boys are making fun of her brother throughout the day at school. From a sys-
rems perspective, it i1s important to understand that Lakeasha’s protective behavior devel-
oped, in part, because of a sense of responsibility for the well-being of her younger brother
who has special needs. Lakeasha’s parents might even be grateful for and encourage the
‘attention” that she provides to her younger brother’s care. If he did not have special needs
and was not being bullied, however, Marcus may be less enthusiastic about his sister’s
“hovering.” Consequently, it is important to understand behavior in context, both within
the family context and in the context of interactions with other systems.

A family is a goal-seeking system. Families pursue goals and develop tactics to achieve
them, although their degree of goal orientation can vary. Some families seem to maintain a
great deal of focus on achieving their goals, whereas others seem more laissez faire and lack
the same level of commitment to goal attainment. Goals, which can be explicit or implicit,
are organized hierarchically and are embedded in the decision-making loops of families.
Higher-level goals, such as the pursuit of service, wealth, or eternal life, tend to be more
overarching life objectives or priorities and are less likely to be modified or discarded than
more immediate or short-term goals (Broderick 1993). Family priorities may shift as their
ciccumstances in the life cycle change. When children are young, raising capable and re-
sponsible offspring might be a priority. At a different point in time, families may modify
their career and financial goals in favor of meeting the needs of aging parents.

A family is a self-reflexive and self-vegulating system, continually influenced by
feedback. Families monitor the degree to which they are on track for maintaining their
eXistence or achieving their goals. Whereas early family systems theorists focused on the
family’ tendency toward stability or homeostasis (resistance to change), contemporary
theorists are equally intrigued by the family’s self-regulation through mecha.ms.ms f’f
?::i tive Ch’ange (Pfroc.ierick 1993). Feedback processes rfnf)nitor ﬂ.uctluzli)t;gitz?v(;r g;zg::l?s (1)2
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context, and shared history impact the message received.
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Communication pattern a great deal bout family dynamics. When analyzing
catt roderick (1993) notes that it is important to evaluate aynrg
ge 1S relayed from one person to the other. For example, one

+h “noise” is occurring as the family members are communicating
r thoughts that impede accurately hearing

e? Semantics, or the real meaning of the message. is also of

interest. Does the recipient of the message really understand what was intended? Also of
~ct of the communication on another’s behavior. Has the

ceaction, or behavior (Broderick 1993)’
ion, it is important to be aware of two levels of

messages: the content level and the relationship level. In other words, there is both uhat
you say and how’ you say it, or how one should interpret what you have said. When some-
one says "1 love you™ in the proper tone of voice and in an appropriate circumstance, then
he or she “affirms” the verbal portion of the communication. That is, when the two parts
of the message are congruent, the message ‘s clear and more believable. This is functional

because a person sends the message he or <he intended to send, and it is received appro-
priately. However, levels of messages sometimes contradict each other, leaving the recipt-
ent to decide what the truth is and how to respond. W hen the two contradicting messages
are commands, a double bind occurs (i.e., the individual is told to do two things but
cannot do one without disobeying the other). The person feels compelled to respond, Vet
tbe family rules are such that one may not comment on che contradiction or leave the
situation. More will be said about the double bind later.

Metacom munication plays a special role in helping family members t
needs, clarify misunderstandings, and plan more constructive means for re
other (Galvin, Bylgnd, and Brommel 2012). Metacommunication occurs W
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g events, with no rey| begmnmg or end points. There
fore, a person who manifests some Symptomaric behavior js typically seen as representing
ty a dysfunctional system. Some are disturbed by this perspective, taking it to mean thye
I individuals are not responsible for their behavior and thar they can, theretore, blame their
i problems on their family or society. Actually, according to systems theory, time 15 not
ki wasted on assigning blame because the beginnmg points of a conflice typically cannor be
i found. We are then tree to focus on how to resolve the problem, racher than being dis-
e tracted by trying to find someone to punish for it. Individuals are ultimately responsible
- for their own behavior, but no behavior can be understood in isolation One’s behaviors,
' émotions, and interactions make sense only within the context of hjs or her social world
; or the environment in whij

ch they occur. This paradigm requires
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PRIMARY TERMS AND CONCEPTS

Whitchurch and Constantine (1993) and Broderick and Smith (1979) provided us with
€Xplanations for the key concepts of systems theory.

System

. S t relate to each other in
A system is essencially any set of objects, with their actribu tles'.stc}:n (Winton 1995). It is a
bo““dﬂry~maintained unit composed of interrelated and interdep

: Ctive
Walteration : 1ts of che system. Thus, a systems perspe
“4lteration in ppe part affects all componer




EXPLORING FAMILY THEORIES

allows us to focus on the interrelationships among family members, as we as the g
1n I~

viduals themselves.
Family systems are often organized around one or more subsystems, s

that serve various functions within the family system. Subsystems within the
be created around gender (males/females), generation (parent/children), or othe,
istics, but cthree primary subsystems include the parental, spousal, and sibling s
Subsystems are important in helping the family to function smoothly and tq
goals. They can also be analyzed separately, particularly as they relate to the |5
system or other subsystems.

aller umts

f .
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rger family

Family Roles

All family members take on roles. Family roles are defined as “recurring patterng of be.
havior developed through interaction that family members use to fulfill family functiong”
(Galvin, Bylund, and Brommel 2012, 150). Through dialogue and interactions with One
another, families create shared meanings or expectations about how various roles should
be played. Although children may be given explicit instructions about how to enact the
role of daughter or son, adults might utilize their observation of roles in their family of
origin as starting points in role negotiation (Galvin, Bylund, and Brommel 2012). The
fact that we all tend to play out certain roles is part of the redundancy principle. In add;.
tion to being a parent, child, student, or athlete, there are common psychological roles

that family members take on. Refusing to play one’s role can upset the family equilib-
rium and result in negative feedback.

In their classic work Inside the Family, David Kantor and William Lehr (1975) identi-
fied “four player parts” in the family. The mover initiates action. The opposer disapproves of
the mover’s action and tries to block it. The fo/lower approves of the mover’s action or the
opposer’s reaction and thus empowers the side with whom he or she allies. The ystander
witnesses the action of the mover, but is passive about overtly aligning with the mover o
the opposer. Instead, the bystander remains on the periphery of family functioning,

Dysfunctional families, particularly alcoholic families, reveal certain roles that are
found to some degree in most families (Winton 1995). The parent with the chemical
dependency (in this example, the father) plays the role of the dependent person. His job is
to bring grief to the family while blaming others for his abuses. For example, in his mind,
if you did what he asked, then he would not have to drink. He manipulates others and
denies his problems to perpetuate them. His wife is the engbler (also referred to as the
codependent), who helps him to avoid the consequences of his behavior. She may call in sick
to work for him or encourage the children to stay away from him when he “gets like that”

Perhaps there were alcoholics in her family of origin and her husband was drawn to her

because of her traits of covering for others. She often has psychosomatic symp-
toms because of her repressed feelings of anger and guilt.

The firstborn child is often the ero. He or she is the ideal student and caretaker who

appears to have it all together. This is a stressful role but one that is difficult to give UP
because it has many rewards. The second child is the delinguent. This is the scaPegoated

pication patterns,

Boundaries are 1i.
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cHtropy relate to types of system boundaries),
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) ‘.c .

L of "
q S:;?J‘ Fa;inny rfzkn:i ?fea;zeriep:lt;:’?abeﬁaniOfal PatFerns based. on thg rea’.zmdamy principle, that
05¢q , i 46 e?:c?ions (C};oldenbfrg and g(ilzlierlllgcmoggb e, i il for future family
o a%‘;’ ‘l‘ml‘b p Reiles bl - erg ). Rules develop over time and become
&g, calibrated, or set. Rules help families know how to regulate conformity to their sran-
Sare%; dards and deal with input and change. Couples begin to create the rules of their relacion-
| 3ﬂdt&;;, ship as soon as they meet. Since families cannot have an infinite reservoir of possible
ivg ﬂ: behavioral responses for EVery situation, a few are selected and used over and over again
WOtiogy, These repetitive patterns of interaction are the rules by which a famxl.y lives. Some rules
ink 0”1: are dysfunctional (such as when a husband withdraws every time his v?rl.fe wants to discuss
their money problems), but once established, they tend to remain. Positive change is made
| in a family by helping them to change their dysfunctional rules.
’1srr.au¢.. Rules can be explicit, clearly articulated, and acknowledged by the family. In other
STz words, you can ask family members whart the rules are, and they can consciously identify
1 line v and agree on them. They might include a curfew for the teenagers and not talking back
 bounc: to mom or dad. The most powerful rules are the ones that are implicit, covert, outside
me il conscious awareness, and unstated (Satir 1972). They might include such things as the fact
 fome £ that dad gets to control the television remote; mom can get mad, but dad may not;
ne I brother can get away with poor school performance, but not sister; or that, in an argu-
i ment, one person blusters, whereas the other ignores it.
Wi A family’s rules differentiate it from other family systems and delineate its boundaries.
i Such rules, which might 1nsist that its members observe certain religious practices, enact
8 certain gender roles, maintain a certain standard of job performance, reserve Saturday
e afternoons for family functions, and treat one another with respect, distinguish it from
e other families whose rules may differ. |
’(b It families do not have rules in place that allow them to responc.i appropnately to new
1!;'.6 situations, they may either adjust or simply break down‘. The typical response is to fall
! back on an already existing rule, even when it is insufficient to.solve the prob!e.m. H‘ow-
ever, families do have meta-rules—rules about the rules—that dictate how families might
"terpret, enforce, change, or create new rules.
g Feedback
J . . i ; . .
:, g)famd}’ System corrects itself—tries to regain homeostasis or tries ;Of; r:—f; P;f :;ig?:‘:f:kes
K Ough the use of feedback loops. Feedback refers to the response y

o - - ; he deviates from existing
the behavior of another person, particularly when he or s




Negative feedback

FIGURE 5.2 Feedback.

ure 5.2). On the one hand, feedback may be positiy, (.

. . - re of the stimulus or input from the .
deviation amplifying in that it encourages mo e b er hand, feedback : orhe.r,
positive feedback encourages furcher change. On the Ot. er , fe can be negatiy,
in that it discourages or squelches change and is deviation dampening; negative feedbac

attempts to restore the system to 2 previous, steady state. Keep in mind that homeostag;
(or the steady state) is not necessarily healthy or facilitative. In fact, one subsystem may b

out of balance in a way that helps the greater family system to remain in balance.
Wich negative feedback, the system enacts COfrective Measures to return the member

to the “proper” way of acting. For instance, when a teen “sasses, a parent might offer nega-

tive feedback by grounding the teen or by giving him or her “the look.” If the teen returns
to exhibiting the expected amount of respect, negative feedback restores equilibrium.
There are continuous “feedback loops” as each member speaks to and affects the be-

haviors of the others. When positive feedback is present and system alterations occur,

morphogenesis is the result. For instance, after going to college, a daughrer begins verbally

expressing her love for her parents during telephone calls home. Despite being sure of
their love for one another, to this point this family has not verbally expressed their feelings

in such a direct manner. By permicting this new form of expression, this family 1s experi-
encing morphogenesis. If the family maintains the status quo through negative feedback,
morphostasis is the outcome. If, in this case, the parents ignored their daughter’s verbal
expressions or displayed extreme discomfort during such expression, the daughter might
be discouraged from continuing in this manner and the family would experience mor-
phostasis. For a system to survive, it is best to have a balance between positive feedback
loops (which allow innovation and change) and negative ones (which suppress alterations)
because too much change could become chaotic or unstable for a system.

patterns of interaction (Refer to Fig

Equilibrium

Thfrre is a}otendency for any system to seek a balance between stability and change 1n the
variety of its behaviors and rules. This natural inclination to maintain the status quo and
resise change s usually referred to as homesstasis, which means that the system has equt
Librium., ‘Farr.uhe.s essentially have a range of limits within which they function. As the
body maintains its te ithi . . 21ntal
y Mperature within a few degrees, so the family attempts to main@?

itself by balancing ' ~ ~
’ by balancing Inputs with outputs. Cassie and Alexa, from the vignette, want to B
2 way to reach equilibrium once again because they a
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‘ Ihay be observer, you will be distracted by what a couple is arguing about and how it got started
Ut ﬁ,om by, A mother might say that she treats her teep like a child because her daughter acts like a
ick cay the 0, chlIC'l, whereas.the teen c.lalms that she acts like a child because her mother treats her like
O€gar; be”%: a child. Each is suggesting that one event causes the next in a linear or unidirectional
; th, Ve fe. b stimulus—respons.e fashion (Rc?fer to Figure 5.3).
" t homms:' In contrast, czrczzlar.mmalzty is the idea that, with human social interactions, there are
bSYStem m;- a number of force.s moving in many directions stmultaneously. Systems theory recognizes
Dalape, the futility of trying to assign cause and effect because there is a continuous serjes of cir-
turp the f cular feedback loops in which everyone influences everyone else in the family without any
Migh o, ! clear beginning or ending points. Hence, it is not possible to identify a specific beginning
the teen g cause or event. Instead, the emphasis is on the reciprocity and shared responsibility of
equilih i what is transpiring, not why it is occurring (Becvar and Becvar 2012). That is, it does not
d ffl i matter whether the parent or the teen starts the negative cycle—it is the repetitive pat-
l . ?Cfs the} tern of interaction that is of interest. The focus is on Aow they interact, regardless of the
Lerations . topic, and what can be done to change that pattern into a more functional one (i.e., one
begins very, that leads to happiness rather than unhappiness or relationship satisfaction versus dis-
€ being s satisfaction) (Refer to Figure 5.4),
o their el Take as an example a young, recently married couple. Desiring to be autonomous,
amily is e they resent and avoid their parents and in-laws for calling and visiting too often and
ative feedh: giving unwanted advice. From their viewpoint, they are running away from the parents
' et because the parents are running after them. However, the parents see it differently—they
l & et 0 would not have to call and visit so often if the adult children would just see them
ALt 2
perienct o
ve fecd™ . . .
s10] | P According to parent: teen acts like a child —p parent treats teen like a child
. qlterdiv
58 Al . . . .
: According to teen: parent creats teen like a child —p teen acts like a child
FIGURE 5.3 Linear causality.
.
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acting to the other and believes that the o

hildren avoiding the parents because they are intrusive, or ., t}
- . — " ) | It

children are avoiding them!? Humans tend to think T
L 5-‘

but behaviors are circular. Reciprocal causality €Xists 10 | bt the e X hange occurs Withy,
a context of mutual influence. Thus, a family therapist might seck information aboyy howw

members respond co the symptom rather than aSkl(.lg them .m claborage on
’ rest lies in the family’s organization and ritualistic dane. The

terscand the mea ning of the behaviors 1n context and POssibly re
ing what che members believe about the others' behayior

. u
occasionally. Each see €T G

“searted it.” Are the €
parents intrusive because the

symptom itself. Inte
therapist wants to un
frame the exchange by chang
(Becvar and Becvar 2012).

In the vignette at the beginning of the chapter, Cassie would like to blame Alex, f,,

her offensive comments and/of insensitivity in their relationship. Alexa would |k, "
blame the couple’s problems on Cassie’s indifference to her, as well as her sense of superio.

ity when Alexa does apologize for how she has hurt Cassie’s feelings. The two seem caugh,
up in trying to identify a linear explanation for their relationship hardships. From a sys.

tems perspective, however, they might accomplish more by examining their relationg|
patterns when each feels offended by the other and considering how they might resolve

things differently. | |
More recently, Lebow (2014) emphasized the danger of circular causality’s assumption

that all members of the family system completely and equally share in the responsibility for
certain behaviors. He asserted that our understanding of circular causality must be modified

to recognize that in some instances one person may have more responsibility for difficult
situations than others. For instance, McGoldrick, Anderson, and Walsh (1989) challenged

the notion that the victim and batterer are coequally responsible for domestic violence.
Thus, in matters like family violence it might be more appropriate to assume coequal linear
arcs of causality and personal responsibility. Thus, there may be situations in which a prob-
lem might exist within one person, but cyclical behaviors must always be considered.

Identified Patient

Often, one person may manifest more symptoms or is believed by the others to be the
major cause of family problems and, therefore, is sent for counseling. We call this indi-
vidual the “identified patient.” In actuality, that individual is simply the symptom bearef
in a dysfunctional family, or the one who carries much of the family burden. In family
therapy, then, the entire family is the focus of attention rather than a particular individual
member. The key to understanding a family is to refrain from paying attention to the
individual members and, instead, to focus on the family’s behavioral exchanges, including
all forms of communication.

Double Bind

A double bind is a kind of pathological communication in which a person 18 given tws
n

com.mands that contradict each other and, given that the contradiction is concealed 3

denied, he or she is not allowed to comment on the existence of incongruent message> It
you obey one request, then you are in trouble for disobeying the other. What 18 essential
to the conflicting message—creating the double bind—however, is that there 15 30 .

ability . . .
.n:y to talk about the dxscrepancy, This confusion leads to emotional of mentd

2

l

know1n
within |
function
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1979, 147). The

ent while also be;

e pendently” (Herr and Weaklang
he or she cannot remain independ
i, adult child. What makes even

Mutuality

Mutuality is found in open families in which everyone is accepted and loved, despite dif-
f

erences of opinion. The opposite is psendomutuality, in which a family gives the surface
Impression that it is open and understanding when, in fact, it is not.

COMMON AREAS OF RESEARCH AND APPLICATION

Original
tion and
ological

€Xtendin

ly, systems theory was most com monly found in research on family communica-
family therapy. However, with the introduction of more sophisticated method-
and statistical techniques, the use of systems theory as a theoretical frame is
£ INto new topical areas, examining ever more complex family systems dynamics.

Communication and Family Typologies

"avid Olson (2000) has hel ped to link cheory with research and practice by devc;ioping his
“fCumpley model of marital and family systems. The model includes three dimensions:
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f".innlv u‘»hcsmn, ﬂcx:l\!ht}’. and COIMMunICAt o, It assumes thd( \'(-ry ht};h OF \ver, |

v | R T L r— _— or couples and 1, . iy
levels of coheston and or e Mlnh() dre }‘I‘Uhh"““\ ' | d tamilses Mwiz-;,”

balanced levels of these two tactors are the ideal, promoting healthy famuly 4, “m“'«'w
- Communication, the third dimension of the model, serves a tacliiating rje |, H"""‘i
hclps tamilies move around in the other two Jdimensions. [’Slﬂ}: u»mmumuz.(,,, ;.” )
such as active histening, respect, and clarity, famihies are better able to achyey, bl
levels of cohesion and Hexibiliey. Based on the arcumplex model, the Family Ad
and Coheston Evaluation Scale (FACES) 1V—a forty-two-item selt-report megs, )
instrument designed to assess family cohesion and family adaptability. FACES v .. A r:~l=...’
able and valid measure that is helpful for research and chinical work with couples .m;*
tamilies (Olson 2011). An observational rating scale, known as the Circumplex (';;m,u;
Rating Scale, 1s also available to rate couples and families on the three dimensions Olson
2000). Therapists use the information to help couples and families move to a balance Be..
tween the two traits that is characteristic of well-functioning famihies. Famuly scholyn
have used the instrument in hundreds of research articles to examine all types of famh
relationships and problems (Kouneski 2000). |

Olson’s circumplex model was also foundational for the development ot PREPARF
ENRICH (n.d), a tool that helps couples explore their strengths and growth areas The
instrument 1s often employed by marriage and family therapists, as well as certitied family
lite educators who take more of a prevention approach to working with couples and
tamilies.

More recently, Julie Harris and colleagues (2010) used a family systems perspective,
as well as the family adaptation and cohesion measures from FACES I, to examine the
extent to which families communicated about melanoma risk. The authors noted cha
since regulations of the Health Insurance Portability and Accountability Act now make
it dithicult for health professionals to share pertinent medical information directly with
family members, it is essential to better understand conditions under which families are
likely to share critical information with one another. They discovered that persons in
adaptable and cohesive families were more likely to employ an open style of communica-

tion regarding melanoma risk.

;‘u‘i:g
hoed

lrrNH

Family Health and 1llness

Systems concepts are particularly useful in understanding families and healch marters. For
example, given that obesity is one of the gravest health concerns today, numerous scholars
ucilize family systems theory to better comprehend the dynamics surrounding obesity and
family interventions that might help reduce the incidence of being overweight, along wich
the deleterious healch conditions associated with it. Hearher Kitzman-Ulrich and b
leagues (2010) assessed the etfectiveness of twenty-one weight-loss intervention Pﬂ’&:m@
for youth and twenty-five programs designed to improve physical activity and healthy d“‘ .
in normal-weight children, each of which included a family component. The authofs dl:n
covered that many of the successful weight loss programs deliberately included informatt

on parenung styles (encouraging authoritative parenting), parenting skills (€. reinfortt”
ment, monitoring), child management tips (promoring positive behaviors), and !
functioning qualities (e.g., cohesion, adaptabilicy, satisfaction) (Kitzman-Ulrich 2010,

Jmlly
239)

5 . = . = as g
The activity and diet programs frequently included the family chrough group-bases Z

: . st 855
proaches, often located in schools or communities, but rarely assessed the eftectiver

A variety
some asp
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families, when their oldest

ninth grade, to determine whether a relationship existed between family
school behavior. Using Minuchin’s four patterns of family functioning—c
separate families, detouring families, and triangulated families—Johnso
tamily types were not consistent across time. For instance, among the t

lies who were deemed to be cohesive during the kindergarten evaluation, nine familjes
remained cohesive, and fourteen were determined not to be cohesive nine years later, when
their eldest child was in ninth grade. Importantly, children in families assessed as cohesive
during the kindergarten years were rated by their ninth-grade teachers as more academi-
cally competent and less aggressive/hyperactive than their peers in mother—child allied
tamilies. Father—child allied families, as assessed during the kindergarten years, were rated
45 more academically competent, less aggressive/hyperactive, and less anxious/withdrawn
than those in mother—child allied families (Johnson 2010). Johnson's work reatfirms the
Importance of formulating healthy family interaction patterns during early childhood and
their impact on ch; [dren’s ninth-grade adjustment and school behavior. Her resea.rch sug-
&ESts that family life education prevention programs should promore strong family func-
Uoning with particular efforts aimed at enhancing the mother—father alliance, as well.zlts
the father—ch; ld relationship. Similarly, Johnson also recommends that the entire family

included in any attempts to improve children’s behavior, focugmg on co-parenting and
10t Just techniques for managing the troublesome behavior of children.

. lSt“ré%f-Apple and her colleagues (Sturge-Apple, Davies, and Cummings 2010) also
Mpioye

child was in kindergarten and again when that child was in

functioning and
ohesive families,
n discovered that
wenty-three fami-

' imp: | joning on
d family systems theory in examining the impact of family functioning
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¢ to school trajectories. Using interparental, parent—chi|J . .
rgarten children and .their parents over three years, th,. “uth()g
WJentified three family typologies of functioning: cohesive, enmeshed, and dis“ﬂgagbd

Children in enmeshed families experienced more internal symptomology an( demgy,

serated more challenges in negotiating emotional adjustment to school than did Childre

from cohesive tamilies, Children from disengaged families had more classroom e age.
ment ditheuleies (e.g., inability to adhere to rules) and externalizing problems (€8, ag.
gression) than children from the other two groups. Childrep from both disengaged and
enmeshed families displayed a greater tendency to internalize symptoms and encoupg
diffculties in emotional adjustment to school than children in cohesive families,

Svsterns theory has been used to examine a variety of other individual and family Ji,
cvele transitions on family functioning. Lindblom and colleagues (2014) examined the

'--.1)' in which family systems reorganize during the transition to parenthood. Paying par.
ticular artention to longitudinal changes in autonomy and intimacy in marital and
parenting relationships, they identified seven unique family systems trajectories: cohesive,
disengaged, authoritarian, discrepant, enmeshed declining, enmeshed quadratic, and es-
calating crisis. These trajectories represented decline, growth, and stability in Intimacy
and autonomy. Holmes and colleagues (Holmes, Sasaki, and Hazen 2013) also use a sys-
tems lens to identify factors associated with smooth versus rocky transitions to first-time
parenthood. Mothers and fathers in the same marriage assessed their marriages similarly
over the two years. Fathers’ marital conflict increased when they had a daughter versus a
son, when they had a baby with a reactive temperament, and/or when their wives’ expec-
tations about becoming a parent were violated. Depressive symptoms in mothers and vio-
lated expectations increased marital conflict as well.

Guided by systems theory, Ngu and Florsheim (2011) studied sixty young, high-risk
fathers and their co-parenting partners relative to their paternal functioning, with pat-
ticular attention to the young mother’s role in her partner’s paternal competence. Data
were collected during the second trimester of pregnancy and two years after the birth of
the child. Resules revealed that high-risk fathers with relationally competent partnefs
improved in relational competence over time, and these gains were associated with more
positive paternal functioning. Fathers whose romantic partnerships with the mother of
their child endured that two-year period exhibited higher levels of nurturing behaviot
but less warmth, than co-parenting fathers who were no longer romantically linked. to
their child’s mother. The authors suggest that, rather than directing parenting education
programs to groups of young fathers, it might behoove us to develop programs for dyads—
fathers and the mothers of their children—with an emphasis on relationship skills-

Scholars also use systems to study the impact of family-of-origin factors on the transt
tion from adolescence to adulthood and romantic relationship partnerships. Johnson #
Galambos (2014) discovered that adolescents who had higher-quality relationships ?V,'th
their parents had higher self-esteem and lower depressive symproms during the tfaﬂs.mon
to adulthood. Those who had high-quality adolescent—parent relations also had h’ghlc;
young adult incimate relationship quality fifteen years later. Using a sample of youns adu tf
raised in intact and divorced families, Perrin and colleagues (Perrin, Ehrenberg, and Huﬂfgf
2013) examined clarity or diffuseness of hierarchical boundaries, particularly in form;od |
parentification and triangulation, during the individuation process of young adulf
Young adules with divorced parents recollected significantly more incidences of trl
tion and parentification by their mothers and fathers during adolescence than youns

children’s adjustmet
assessments of 234 kinde

adulfs
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L %tULil(‘S reveal how the.fan.u?y context, with all of its Uniqque syseem qu.zlmr\', T RN T £
tamily subsystems and individual developmental ProCesses.
(. ’ ) 5 )
) Kolbert and colleagues (Kolbert, Crothers. and Field 2015 outhine the value ot
using Bowen family systems theory during individual counseling with adolescents when
‘ family involvement is not an option. Such an approach helps adolescenes to understand
x their families by exploring family dynamics, examuining and athrming teelings about
o one’s family, developing a more objective perspective of tamuly, decreasing harmtul ineer-
it nalizing, identifying family patterns that impact the adolescent's tunctioning, and devel-
0 oping problem-solving skills within the family context.
(e Bettinger (2005) examined how a family systems approach s helptul when doing cou-
k| ples therapy with sexually open gay male couples. In addition t understanding and accepe-
X ing gay male sexuality and ridding themselves of negatve countertransterence, Bettinger
(| suggested that therapists employ systems concepts such as boundanes, homeostasis, rules,

and roles as they work with gay male clients who practuice “polyamory,” detined as “respon-
sible non-monogamy” (Bettinger 2005, 151). | | .

A tamily systems lens is also helpful in working \\'itb\ fdﬂ‘llli(‘?m which one or more
members struggle with addictive disorders. For example, Lurf 1s (1999 notes thar altering
interaction patterns, establishing new roles, and reworking tamuly structures are critical
objectives in treating families wich chemical dcpcndf-ngy'. Mercado (JfKK.*) examined bow
systems concepes are helpful in providing therapeutic interventon with Asian American
substance abusers and their families as well. | S

Beyond couple and family therapy, Matchew Paylo (l’.()l 1) adwx*aw§ for‘the 1_{\("1:5':()?1
of a family systems perspective in school ccunseligg cumcu.la. ‘Fromhnsupomt o:‘ \ t\» :t
1s essential to make a paradigm shift from “individual tbmkmg o systems tf \n mﬁ
(Paylo 2011, 141), because, after all, long-term change requires an examinarion o howht ci*
family and other systems could be helping to mai nmin‘bcl?av:ors. Thus, competent sg gz
counselors must be able to navigate within school and tamxly systems, pmmoixng collabo-
ration between these contextual domains for developing children and adolescents.
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CRITIQUE

There are some legitimate criticisms of Systems theory. \\.’Th f“" Klew, and Murun (2019
summarized three principal concerns. The first s th(t beliet that systems cheory is moge
of a model or flowchart for conceptualizing and that it does not quality as a true theory.
The major concepts seem to be too vague tor true testing, and. fhv)' do not prcdn‘t in the
SENSE of'duiucmg from propositions. This 1s a valid cnticism it you are coming frmm the
dominant epistemology of science, which s the hypothetical-deductive model of empin.
cal testing. However, svstems advocates counter that the worldview most appropriate for
this (hmry 1S the constructsn sl p(m(mn. in whic h dtffctcﬂt mndvls‘ may h(‘ usctul tor daf-
ferent purposes.

The second criticism s that systems theory s too global and abstrace and s therefore
virtually meamingless. In other words, 1t 1s 1o “general”™ to pick up important distnc
tons that would make 1t worthwhile. The defense is that the world 1s diverse and
that systems cheory can make connections between the natural and social worlds that
disciphne-specific theories are not capable of making.

Finally, some critics claim that family process theorists in particular make the ms-
take of reitying the idea of system. Thar is, instead of remembering chat it s just a moddd
for understanding, they ship into considening the system reality. They confuse the "model”
wu(h the “thing.” The response from systems apologists is that all theories have their naive
cl.nms a"f’ that Sy“."m,s theory s no less prone to reshcation than any other theory.

) ;::S:;?‘::;’:“::; :?,,.:.h;: :::;:Sﬂls :)cu'u”s(juf the relative lack of uwtql mat hemat-
proach. It may be that the kmdi‘ uf'mms ._t & tave emerged over the years from thy d..p‘~
o : obanteracuons attended 1o by systems theory are simpy

traditional sciengfic method to deal with in an understandable fash-

Broderick | usctul in the areas of family communicate®
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