
Understanding Systemic Family Therapy & Geneograms
· Systemic family therapy is a method of psychotherapy which acknowledges that people’s diffficulties are interrelated with those of the groups they belong to - usually their families. 

· It sees families (and groups) as interactive systems 

· A useful tool is a family tree which includes information about the family members (personal characteristics, occupations etc) - this is called a geneogram

· The approach can be applied in ordinary general practice situations

Exercise 1

Objective:  to gain experience of what it feels like to be part of an interactive system

Method

· 4 members of the group go outside and turn themselves into an imaginary family (2 parents and 2 children, single parent and 3 children, members of 3 generations, etc)

· Everyone else makes a list of possible roles/characteristics that members of a family might have (e g helpless, assertive, efficient, depressed, joking, tolerant, vulnerable, adventurous, greedy, peace maker, wise, discontented, delinquent, provocative, generous, etc)

· Arrange chairs in fishbowl with group in middle

· Group returns, explains who they arre to observers

· Each of group chooses (secretly) one of the characteristics

· Discussion:  in role, A says ‘I am going to ....’;  one of the others responds ‘if you do that, I will ....’.  Go round a few times, with each person responding to the previous statement by explaining what action they will take as a consequence.

· Finally - choose one person to become ill.  They choose an appropriate illness, and announce it to the others.  Each gives their responses in the same way:  ‘in that case, I am going to ....’

· If time, can extend the exercise into a full role play when the family can speak  in any order and say what they wish.

Discussion/debriefing - participants and observers discuss what they’ve experienced/observed and its relevance for GP.

Value

· shows power of interaction in determining behaviour

· vivd example of how family might fall into rigid pattern of relationships which it is v hard for them to unfreeze (though NB most people/family aren’t fixed into roles as rigidly as this)

Time required

30-45 mins, according to the article I read it in

(It also struck me that this could be applied to other systems e g practice teams)

Exercise 2

Objective:  to learn how to construct an extended geneogram, and to notice patterns of family interaction and behaviour 

Method

group makes a geneogram of the British Royal Family – in the course of this can notice intergenerational effects, patterns of interaction, repetitive behaviour, etc.

Time required
30 – 60 mins

I’m a bit less sure of the value of the above, as I’m not knowledgeable about, or interested in,  the Royal Family – but it may illustrate the stuff well and be a non-threatening intro to ..... 
Exercise 3

Objective:  learning to elicit a geneogram by interview and to reflect, or help someone else reflect, on the effect of personal family background.

Method

· Work in pairs

· Each interview the other about their family of origin (not necessarily partner and children as people may not want to share everything about those, if things have gone wrong in their lives) - explore major processes, themes and connections for this family in the past (not necessarily anything about illness, causes of death etc) and what may have led interviewee into medical career

· Important to have time to change roles and interview the other one

· Reflective discussion in groups of 4

· Possibly, discussion about general issues in whole group

Time required

They don’t say – I’m sure we couldn’t do all 3 of the exercises in an afternoon though.
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