
Fam ily Th e rapy: A Ch e ck list For Good Practice

By Ire m  and Ste ph e n Bray, ‘Th e  Fam ily Busine ss Sch ool’

W h e neve r w e  go pe ople  ask  us for m ore  s k ills to e nable  th e m  to practice  m ore  

e ffe ctively as th e rapists. Surpris ingly m any h ave  alre ady re ce ive d substantial training 

in Fam ily Th e rapy but are  failing to use  w h at th e y h ave  learne d.

W h e n w e  inquire d about th is w e  discove re d seve ral re asons w h y th is occurs:

Firstly, pe ople  fe el safe  using fam ily th e rapy te ch niq ue s prope rly in supe rvise d, conte xts, such  as a 

training clinic. W h e n it com e s to using th e se  ide as in th e ir w ork place , h ow eve r, th e y atte m pt to adapt 

th e m  so m uch  to fit th e ir conte xt th at th e  fact th at th e y are  using k now le dge  tak e n from  th e orie s of 

fam ily th e rapy isn’t appare nt.

Secondly, w h e n pe ople  w ork  w ith  untraine d colleague s, e spe cially th ose  in se nior positions in th e  

clinical h ie rarch y, th e y don’t w ant to upse t th e  status-q uo by im posing various ‘rule s’ of good practice .

Th irdly, in our ow n se ttings, and particularly w h e n un-supe rvise d and unsupporte d w e  all m ay 

be com e  a little  lazy, w ith  th e  re sult th at w e  fall into bad h abits.

W h at you m ust ask  yourself, h ow eve r, is w ould a path ologist, or a radiologist, suspe nd th e ir h abits of 

h ygie ne  and safe ty, and so risk  th e ir life  and th at of th e ir patie nt?

Suppose  your de ntist approach e d you in th e  ope rating ch air h aving obviously com e  from  th e  toilet 

and w ith out stopping to w ash  h e r, or h is, h ands and th e n proce e de d to e xam ine  your cavitie s?

You w ould be  h orrifie d and righ tly so, ye t m any w h o practice  fam ily th e rapy go about th e ir busine ss 

in an e q uivalent th ough tle ss m anne r w ith out a se cond th ough t.

In orde r to h elp you to re m e m be r th e  basics of fam ily th e rapy w e  h ave  cre ate d th is ch e ck -list. It m ay 

be  th at you are  unable  to adh e re  to one , or som e  of th e  ite m s h e re , but th at’s no re ason to abandon all 

of th e m . Th is ch e ck  list w h e n im plem e nte d, and w ith  a little  practice , w ill substantially im prove  th e  

re sults you h ave  w h e n using fam ily th e rapy sk ills.

Be fore  th e  first se ss ion:

1. Exam ine  th e  re fe rral inform ation, talk  to your re ce ptionist and gain w h at inform ation you can 

about th e  pe rson w h o m ade  contact. Is it a doctor’s re fe rral; a lette r from  a h e adm aste r; a tele ph one  

call from  a distraugh t m oth e r? Use  w h ateve r inform ation you can to form ulate  som e  h ypoth e se s, and 

th e n e xam ine  your ow n pre judice s by w h ich  you form ulate d your ide as.
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2. Sk e tch  out th e  be ginnings of a fam ily tre e  base d upon w h at you alre ady k now . Include  nam e s and 

age s of fam ily m e m be rs, if you h ave  th e m .

3. Ensure  th at your re cording e q uipm e nt is w ork ing. Vide o m e dia is available; th e  cam e ra is w ork ing; 

th e  sound re cording prope rly. Ke e p your digital m e dia unde r lock  and k e y, and w h e n using a 

com pute r’s h ard disk  to store  digital data e nsure  th at it is re m ove d if th e  syste m  is upgrade d.

4. Do you h ave  a blank  vide o conse nt form  available?

5. H ave  you som e  play m ate rials available  for ch ildre n? Th is applie s eve n if your job is m ainly 

conce rne d w ith  adults since  in fam ily th e rapy som e tim e s adults bring ch ildre n into th e  consultation.

6. H ave  you ch ose n a room  w ith  a fle xible  se ating plan so th at you can stand and dire ctly inte ract w ith  

pe ople  if you ne e d to m ove , sculpt, or sit on th e  floor w ith  ch ildre n?

7. Did you se t aside  e nough  tim e  to discuss th e  re fe rral w ith  your colleague s?

During th e  first se ss ion:

1. Obtain conse nt for vide o re cording by m ak ing it a ‘standard proce dure ’. Explain th e  purpose  of 

vide o re cording in a routine  k ind of w ay. It h elps w h e n your re cording e q uipm e nt is a pe rm ane nt 

installation but th is isn’t e sse ntial.

2. Talk  to e ach  fam ily m e m be r in th e  room , no m atte r h ow  young or old, be fore  ‘com m e ncing 

th e rapy’. Your com m e nts sh ould be  natural, non-th re ate ning, and appropriate  to th e  age  of th e  

pe rson to w h om  you are  spe ak ing.

3. Rath e r th an ask ing: “W h at’s th e  problem ?” ask  “W h o de cide d th at you sh ould com e  h e re?” Ask  

ch ildre n, from  around age  8 upw ards, w h y th e y th ink  th e ir m oth e r/fath e r/te ach e r e tc. brough t th e m  

and if th e y k now  w h at k ind of place  it is th e y h ave  com e  to.

4. If you k now  w h at circular q ue stions are  th e n slow ly introduce  th e m  into th e  discourse . Oth e rw ise  

sim ply m ak e  th e  th e rape utic proce ss se e m  lik e  a conve rsation, w h ilst you conce ntrate  upon figuring 

out th e  fam ily proce ss.

5. Be gin to fill out th e  fam ily tre e  so th at by th e  e nd of th e  se ssion you h ave  unde rstood, and re corde d 

de tails of th e  grandpare nts, pare nts and ch ildre n. Also re cord de tails of significant pe ople  w h o arise  

as a re sult of your conve rsation w ith  th e  fam ily.

6. Tak e  a bre ak , e ith e r to talk  w ith  colleague s on th e  oth e r e nd of your vide o-link , or w h e n w ork ing 

alone  sim ply to collect your th ough ts.

7. If giving an inte rve ntion, (such  as a th e rape utic ritual, a paradoxical m e ssage , a h om e w ork  task , or 

any k ind of pre scription), confine  your inte rve ntion to one  k e y com pone nt so th at in future  you m ay 

track  its e fficacy.

8. Leave  th e  room  q uick ly afte r closing th e  se ssion be cause  som e  fam ily m e m be rs m ay w ant to e ngage  

you privately to subve rt th e  h elp you h ave  give n afte r th e  se ssion, in th e  corridor.

Afte r th e  first se ss ion:

1. Ensure  th at th e  vide o conse nt is store d w ith  th e  note s. Store  th e  vide o se parately if possible  in a 

lock e d cupboard, and w h e n using a com pute r h ard disk  e nsure  th at ne tw ork  acce ss to th e  se ssion is 

re stricte d to clinicians w h o ne e d to k now  about w h at h appe ne d.

2. Book  a tim e  to consult w ith  your te am  and discuss th e  fam ily w ith  colleague s.

3. Mak e  th e  brie fe st h and-w ritte n note s for th e  be ne fit of your age ncy re cords.



Be fore  subse que nt se ss ions:

1. R evie w  th e  fam ily tre e  and your ide as w ith  colleague s and obtain th e ir th ough ts about th e  fam ily. 

Atte m pt to fit th e se  ide as into a syste m ic fram e w ork .

2. If possible  w atch  a clip of th e  vide o and use  it for pe e r-to-pe e r, or m ore  form al supe rvision w ith  a 

se nior colleague  w h o is w ell ve rse d in fam ily th e rapy.

3. Ch e ck  th at you h ave  an ade q uate  supply of play m ate rials; th at your vide o is w ork ing e tc.

During subse que nt se ss ions:

1. Start th e  se ssion w ith  som e  ‘problem  fre e  talk ’ dire cte d in turn to e ach  pe rson in th e  room .

2. Atte m pt to use  circular q ue stions w h e re  you can.

3. Ensure  continuity be tw e e n se ssions by re m inding pe ople  w h at th e y discusse d in th e  previous 

se ssion, if th e y are  introducing a ne w  topic. Th e n let th e m  de cide  w h ich  topic th e y w ant to discuss.

4. Tak e  a consulting bre ak .

5. Allow  no tim e  for ‘ch atting’ in th e  corridor w ith  you afte r th e  se ssion h as conclude d.

About th e se  rule s:

Th e re  is an old adage  th at ‘rule s are  m e ant to be  brok e n.’ W e  h ave  no q uibble s w ith  it h ow eve r; w e  

believe  also th at th e se  guideline s are  be st follow e d m ost of th e  tim e .

W h e n you bre ak  a rule , or guideline , you sh ould be  aw are  th at you are  doing so and also h ave  good 

re asons for your action.
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