
What is a family? 
• Long lasting, intergenerational, biological, affinal, 

kinship. Definition changes subjectively.  
• Traditionally: mother, father, children.  
• Changing: couples with(out) children, single parents, 

families of related adults (sisters), divorce, gay 
couples, non-married and re-married parents (blending). 

• Cultures, gender roles – what does it mean to be a 
(fe)male in this family? How is the role experienced? 

 
Historical and cultural influences on construct and identity: 

• Variations on nuclear family and gender roles (single, 
gay, blended, remarried etc) 

• Cultural: women in workplace, marriage postponement, 
decreased birth rate, having babies later in life, 
economy, same sex relationships, ethnicity; not all 
cultures have same values and attitudes. 

• Historical: feminism, women’s rights movement, gender 
equality, LGBT movement. 

 
History and evolution of family therapy: 

• Shift from individual focus > family: individuals do not 
grow in isolation, work with the whole family system to 
implement changes and restructure relationships.  

• Move from Linear thinking (start and end point) to 
Circular thinking: cause and effect, interrupt process. 
Solution focussed approaches. 

• 1980s: golden age: feminism, post modernism, 
constructionism. 

• 1950s: schizophrenia research, Bateson, Hayley, Jackson. 
• Double bind hypothesis: re: schizophrenia, 1950s, 

Bateson, two conflicting demands on a different logical 
level, schizophrenia not necessarily caused by organic 
brain dysfunction instead found that frequency of double 
bind communication was a pattern in family communication 
among patients which could lead to learned patterns of 
confusion in thinking and communication. 

• 5 stages of development of family therapy: systems theory 
> schizophrenia research > (pre)marital counselling > 
child guidance movement > group dynamics and group 
therapy 

• First Australian Family Therapy conference held in 1980. 
• Feminist and post-modern critiques: power imbalances, 

domestic abuse 
• First order to second order cybernetics: shift from 

therapist being expert outside of the system looking in 
to therapist maintaining observing stance whilst actively 
collaborating. 

Systems theory: 



• Thinking systemically: shift from individual focus to 
focus on system as a whole: patterns, organisation. 
Family as a system.  

• General systems theory: connectedness of living systems, 
interaction of component parts in a system – biological 
systems need to be understood in terms of wholeness, 
Bertalanffy developed theory in response to scientific 
reductionist theory prevailing at the time. 

• “system defined as complex, rule governed organisation of 
interacting parts; properties transcend the sum of parts 
and is surrounded by boundaries that regulate the flow of 
information and energy in and out of the system” 

• Key concepts: wholeness, organisation, patterns. 
• Events studied in context in which they are occurring, 

attention focussed on connections and relationships 
between components rather than individual characteristics 

• The whole is greater than the sum of its parts 
• Each part understood in context to the whole 
• Change in one part will affect all other parts of system 
• Whole system regulates itself through series of feedback 

loops i.e. cybernetic circuits. 
• Bateson applied this to human systems at Mental Research 

Institute to conceptualise family interactive process 
• Family seen as functioning as a system as well as 

relating to and being part of larger systems, within 
family there are multiple subsystems. 

• Boundaries: emotional and physical barriers that protect 
integrity of family system and subsystems.  

• Information travels back and forth in feedback loops 
which provides homeostasis for the system.  

• Parts of the system are constantly changing to keep 
balance – concept of patterning and circular organisation 

• The pattern that connects: Behaviour of each family 
member/subsystem is determined by pattern of interactions 
that connect family members 

 


