LIFE Class: 305 - Family Systems

(Revised 10-08)

Goal: To understand how the family works together as a system and how dysfunction in one member of the system may result in dysfunction for other members. 

Objectives:

· Discuss the Life Cycle approach of family systems 

· Learn the functional and dysfunctional roles of family members

· Take a biblical look at Family Systems

I. Introduction to Family Systems Counseling
A. History

1. Marriage and family counseling started during and after World War II.  

2. Family systems developed out of the General Systems Theory that views any living organism as composed of interacting components that mutually affect one another.

B. Family System Defined
1. A family is a natural social system, with properties of its own, that has:

a. Developed a set of rules

b. Assigned and ascribed member roles

c. Has an organized power structure.  

2. A family system will have developed:

a. Overt and covert forms of communication

b. Elaborate ways of negotiating and problem solving in performing tasks.

C. Christianity and Family Systems

1. By God’s design (Deut. 6:1-9), the family is the primary channel for:

a. Learning one’s identity

b. Getting needs met

c. Developing proper concept of God

d. Establishing healthy relationships

2. Families are comprised of and influence three or four generations.

a. (Ex. 34:7 , Num. 14:18)

b. Patterns may range from an ingrained sense of defectiveness to an inner  strength and positive skills 

c. Genograms  may be used to detect intergenerational patterns (Attachment A)

II. Family Life Cycle 

A. Virtually everyone involved in family counseling will use a life cycle approach.  

B. Psychoanalytic Theories

1. Sigmund Freud – Psychosexual Stages of Development
2. Erik Erikson – Psychosocial Stages of Development 

C. Behavioral Theory

1. B.F. Skinner

a. Conditioned Responses

b. Reinforcement

2. Learned helplessness

a. Paralysis of will

b. Belief of hopelessness

D. Cognitive  Theory

1. Jean Piaget Cognitive Stages of Development
2. Albert Bandura – Cognitive Learning 
3. E. M. Duvall  - Model of the Family Life Cycle  
III. Family Roles


A. Functional Families

1. Many members make up one body (I Cor. 12:12)

2. Members suffer together and rejoice 

together (I Cor. 12:26)

3. They are inter-dependent on each other

B. Adjusting to Problems


1. When a system loses one member, others fill in.

2. The focus of all members will shift

to the hurting member.

3. Roles are assumed to compensate for the weak member.

a. Placater  - Agrees and tries to please. This is often the chief enabler and the person closest to the dysfunctional person. The placater becomes totally enmeshed in the mood swings of the dependent/ dysfunctional person.

· Provides responsibility for the family to retain semblance of normalcy.

· Flesh: Super-responsible, martyr, passive aggressive

b. Lost Child  - Withdraws from family and peers. Chaos in the family forces the Lost Child to look within themselves for validation.

· Provides relief for the family (One less to worry about)

· Flesh: Follower, timidity, withdrawal, super-independent, 

‘invisible”

c. Hero  - Becomes super-responsible (Usually the 1st born), but detached emotionally. Hero “appears” to be undamaged by the dysfunctional family.

· Provides self-worth for the family. “Little Spouse”

· Flesh: Driven to achieve, perfectionist, underdeveloped emotions, approval addiction.

d. Scapegoat – Acts out the family pain and is focused on as the troublemaker. 
· Provides focus for the family
· Flesh: Defiant, angry, chemical abuse, low achiever
e. Mascot – Often the youngest child. Cute, fun to be around, and charming. Uses humor to survive pressure. Interrupts and chatters about irrelevant information.
· Provides distraction for the family
· Flesh: Charm, humor, socially active 
C. Getting Stuck in Dysfunction
1. It is possible for a family to become so expert at over-compensation  

that it becomes dysfunctional.

2. The irresponsible member is not required (or needed) to resume his role 

in the family (Homeostasis has occurred)

3. Getting healthy occurs one member at a time

a. Attempts to be healthy by one member makes him the bad guy

b. Getting unstuck means losing my role (false identity)

4. The dysfunctional family needs the broken member to remain broken (ex. Drunk father, gets saved)
5. Members will often sabotage the attempts of other members to get 
unstuck 

IV.  Generational Influence

A. Family Influence

1. Shame-based Identity

a. Don’t talk

b. Don’t trust

c. Don’t feel 

d. If you say there’s a problem, you’re the problem
2. Learned Dysfunction

a. Using depression, self-pity, etc. for attention

b. Poor communication skills

c. No ability to resolve conflict

3. Genetic or Inherited Influence

a. Greater tendency to develop a disease

b. Gender, racial, or geographical shame

c. Physical traits

B. Enmeshed Families

1. Children assume responsibility for family unity

a. Triangulation

b. Protect “The family name”

2. Perpetual Child Syndrome

a. Family of origin performs life management functions

b. Entire family vacations together, eats together, lives together

c. Child or children become confidante of Mom or Dad

C. The Family History

1. Identify generational issues 

a. Identify 3-4 generations (Use genogram attachment C)

b. Helps counselee to picture their dysfunctional patterns

c. Reveals connections, traumas, possible secrets.

2. Look for deficits or dysfunctional issues

a. Enmeshed relationships

b. Lack of healthy boundaries

c. Triangulation

d. Family rules
3. Question for relevance to current problem

a. “Could addictive behavior be a pattern in your family?”

b. “Do you ever see yourself like ______?”

4 ways to describe life:  tragedy – victim, self-pity, Comedy – keep everyone laughing, romance – prove the princess, irony – glad not like them, divine mystery – don’t know the end, God calls the shots.

D. Biblical Examples  (Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, Joseph)

1. Generational patterns

2. Relationship issues (Alliances, etc)

3. Failure not destructive

V. Breaking the Curse and Growing Into Adulthood

A. Realize My Weakness
1. I Am Powerless to Change Myself

2. I Must Admit My Need For A Greater Power

3. I Must Confess That My Present Coping Skills Are Not Working

4. The Pain of Suffering must be Greater than the Pain of Recovery
B. Discovery of New Source of Well-being
1. New Birth / New Identity

2. Death to old self

3. New family traits

C. Growing Free Emotionally

1. Often requires a safe place

2. Trust is prerequisite to being transparent

3. Vulnerability  results in freedom

D. Looking Seriously at Dishonesty, Manipulation, and Game-playing

1. Self-revelation precedes divine revelation

2. I choose to deal with the real problem 

E. Learn or Relearn Healthy Living Skills
1. Go towards God and people with my pain

2. Take responsibility for my actions and decisions

3. Be unconditionally honest in my relationships 

4. Establish Proper Boundaries
a. Determine what I am (and am not) responsible for

b. Accept others as Christ accepted us

c. Take proper ownership of my problems
VI. Conclusion

A. Change is possible
1. Behavior can change

2. Families can start functioning

3. The curse can be broken
B. Our Job is To surrender

1. Come to the end of self-effort

2. Trust God to do the impossible

3. Rest in Him
C. God will do the rest

*watch Marie Marshall Video 4
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Attachment   A
A Four-generation Genogram
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