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Postgraduate Certificate in Child and Adolescent Mental Health
Family Therapy and Systemic Approaches to Child
and Adolescent Mental Health

Family Therapy and Systemic Approaches to Child and Adolescent Mental Health are essential concepts in
the Postgraduate Certificate in Child and Adolescent Mental Health. These approaches recognize that
individuals are part of a larger system and that changes in one part of the system can affect the entire
system. In this explanation, we will discuss key terms and vocabulary related to family therapy and systemic
approaches.

1. Family Therapy:

Family therapy is a type of psychotherapy that involves the family as a whole, rather than just the individual.
It recognizes that families are systems, and changes in one part of the system can affect the entire system.
Family therapy aims to promote understanding and improve communication between family members,
identify and modify dysfunctional patterns of interaction, and help families develop coping strategies to
manage stress, conflict, and change.

2. Systemic Approaches:

Systemic approaches to mental health recognize that individuals are part of a larger system and that
changes in one part of the system can affect the entire system. Systemic approaches focus on
understanding the relationships between individuals and their environments, including family, school, peer
groups, and community. Systemic approaches aim to promote positive changes in the system that will lead
to improved mental health outcomes for the individual.

3. Circular Causality:

Circular causality is a key concept in systemic approaches. It refers to the idea that causality is not linear but
circular, meaning that events and behaviors are interconnected and influence each other. In family therapy,
circular causality is used to understand how family members' behaviors and interactions contribute to the
problem and how changes in one person's behavior can lead to changes in the entire system.

4. Homeostasis:

Homeostasis is the tendency of a system to maintain stability and resist change. In family therapy,
homeostasis refers to the way that families maintain a balance or equilibrium, even if it is not functional or
healthy. When a family experiences stress or change, homeostasis is disrupted, and family members may
resist change to restore balance.

5. Differentiation of Self:

Differentiation of self is a concept developed by family therapist Murray Bowen. It refers to the ability to
maintain a clear sense of self while remaining connected to others. In families with low differentiation,
family members may have difficulty distinguishing their thoughts, feelings, and behaviors from those of
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other family members. In families with high differentiation, family members are able to maintain their
autonomy while still maintaining healthy relationships with others.

6. Boundaries:

Boundaries are an essential concept in family therapy. Boundaries refer to the invisible lines that define
where one person ends and another begins. Healthy boundaries are necessary for individuals to maintain
their autonomy and identity while still maintaining healthy relationships with others. In family therapy,
boundaries may be too rigid or too permeable, leading to dysfunctional patterns of interaction.

7. Triangulation:

Triangulation is a common pattern of interaction in families. It occurs when a third person is brought into a
dyadic (two-person) relationship, creating a triangle. Triangulation can be functional or dysfunctional. In
dysfunctional triangles, family members may use the third person to avoid dealing with conflicts or to
manipulate others.

8. Enmeshment:

Enmeshment is a pattern of interaction in which family members are overly involved in each other's lives,
often to the point of losing their individual identity. Enmeshment can lead to difficulties in establishing
healthy boundaries and can contribute to symptoms of anxiety and depression.

9. Differentiation of Self in Couples:

Differentiation of self in couples is a concept developed by family therapist David Schnarch. It refers to the
ability of couples to maintain their autonomy and identity while still maintaining a healthy and intimate
relationship. Couples with high differentiation are able to manage conflicts and differences without losing
their sense of self or becoming enmeshed.

10. Narrative Therapy:

Narrative therapy is a type of family therapy that focuses on the stories that individuals and families tell
about themselves. Narrative therapy aims to help individuals and families identify and challenge limiting
beliefs and stories that contribute to their problems. By externalizing the problem and focusing on
strengths and resources, narrative therapy can help families develop new and more empowering narratives.
11. Solution-Focused Therapy:

Solution-focused therapy is a type of family therapy that focuses on identifying and building on strengths
and resources. Solution-focused therapy aims to help individuals and families identify their goals and
develop a plan to achieve them. By focusing on solutions rather than problems, solution-focused therapy
can help families develop a sense of hope and optimism.

12. Structural Family Therapy:

Structural family therapy is a type of family therapy that focuses on the structure of the family system.
Structural family therapy aims to identify and modify dysfunctional patterns of interaction and to strengthen
family boundaries. Structural family therapy may involve techniques such as joining, enactment, and
reframing.

13. Strategic Family Therapy:

Strategic family therapy is a type of family therapy that focuses on changing patterns of interaction.
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Strategic family therapy aims to help families identify and modify dysfunctional patterns of interaction by
using techniques such as reframing, circular questioning, and paradoxical intervention.

14. Multisystemic Therapy:

Multisystemic therapy is a type of family therapy that focuses on the multiple systems that affect the
individual, including family, school, peer groups, and community. Multisystemic therapy aims to promote
positive changes in the system that will lead to improved mental health outcomes for the individual.

In conclusion, family therapy and systemic approaches to child and adolescent mental health are essential
concepts in the Postgraduate Certificate in Child and Adolescent Mental Health. These approaches
recognize that individuals are part of a larger system and that changes in one part of the system can affect
the entire system. Key terms and vocabulary related to family therapy and systemic approaches include
circular causality, homeostasis, differentiation of self, boundaries, triangulation, enmeshment, narrative
therapy, solution-focused therapy, structural family therapy, strategic family therapy, and multisystemic
therapy. Understanding these concepts and techniques can help mental health professionals promote
positive changes in families and improve mental health outcomes for children and adolescents.
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