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Description of Family System

Tom and Tina Smith are a Caucasian, middle class married couple who have three
children, Tom Jr. (16), Paul (13) and Lucy (5) who are presenting due to family discord resulting
in Tom and Tina announcing that they are divorcing. The family is seeking treatment over their
impending divorce due to Tom’s recent discovery that he is not the biological father of his son
Paul. Tom has begun abusing alcohol as a coping mechanism to deal with this newfound
information and the families negative communication patterns. Tom is a seventh-grade science
teacher and Tina is a high school principal and they have been married for 18 years. Tom moved
out of the family home 8 months ago after learning his wife had an affair with one of his best
friends from college; Tom’s life has spiraled out of control since discovering his wife’s
indiscretion. The family is falling apart by the lack of communication.

The children are confused and caught in the middle of the issues that their parents are
experiencing and do not understand how to properly navigate the new normal of their family
dynamics. It is Tom and Tina’s desire to create a more positive climate for the children and
learn how to effectively co-parent while figuring out how to bring the family back together to
address their concerns without placing additional strain on the families’ relationship with one
another. Tom has also expressed his desire to get help with his drinking and develop some
healthy coping strategies that will allow him to deal with the family issues and transition into a
new relationship with all members of the family. Tom seeks to gain an understanding of any
undiagnosed mental health diagnosis he may have. The children will all require age appropriate
help dealing with the issues surrounding the divorce and how to process the new family

dynamics.
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Prior to today’s session, each family member was assessed with a therapist to discuss
how they were affected by the divorce and the new family dynamics. The children were
assessed individually, with special attention being paid to Paul and his perspective on learning
that Tom is not his biological father. During this initial assessment, the family dynamics within
the Smith family were cause for concern. The family has been residing in the community for the
past 15 years and have a strong support system in place like the local non-denominational church
that they have been attending for the past ten years, neighbors with whom the family has close
ties and a large extended family that offers help as often as they can.

When working with families experiencing some of the issues that the Smith family is
dealing with, it is important to be supportive and give careful consideration to the issues that
affect how the family interacts moving forward. Also of equal importance, gaining an
understanding of how the family interacts within their systems — work, school, family and
community, can affect and play a critical role in how they are able to cope with their issues.
Focusing on communication is also vital to the family since misunderstandings can perpetuate
the discord and cause additional issues within the unit that is already fractured. With the parents’
lack of communication, reestablishing healthy lines of communication to allow them to express
the hurt and distrust they may be feeling as well as allow the children to grieve the “death” of the
family they once had in order to move on as a cohesive unit and find a new way to exist and
grow together.

Developing an understating of the family’s interaction within their system and looking at
factors that play a role in the family’s development, such as their communication styles within
the family are areas to explore. Verbal and nonverbal interactions should be explored as well as

each family member’s interpretation. Interpretations can often lead to increased disagreements



SMITH FAMILY TREATMENT PLAN 4

as well as tendencies to communicate ineffectively. In exploring the nuances of the Smith
family, we find that Tom has left the home and developed an unhealthy drinking habit.
Interactions between both parents and children within the family could provide the social worker
with vital information regarding the strengths of the family and areas for growth.
Scope of the Issue

The increasing divorce rates have left children suffering from toxic stress, which can
ultimately effect the behavioral and mental development, among many other aspects of growth
(Zare, et., al., 2018). This type of stress and pressure is similar to the experiences of childhood
poverty, whereas a child struggles to have their basic needs met, such as food and shelter (Zare,
et., al., 2018). This stress can cause anxiety and depression which, if not dealt with appropriately
and delicately, can lead to later onset of substance abuse, medical issues, and mood disorders
(Zare, et. al., 2018). According to an online questionnaire conducted by Schaan and Vogele,
2016, divorce has led to children feeling separated from their parents; 44% of children reported
inconsistency with their mental health as well as increased level of anxiety and depression. The
study found that engaging children in treatment early on in order to process the separation of

their parents’ had more favorable outcomes then those who did not engage in treatment.

Additionally, the study showed the children were more resilient with coping and mental health
development (Schaan & Vogele, 2016).

The family presents for treatment due to the parents’ announcement of their pending

divorce, which has been devastating for the three children. The issue lies in the lack of family
functioning — inability to communicate and lack of cohesion. These are two important goals that
that will allow the family to move forward together as a cohesive unit. The youngest child Lucy

is between a toddler and school-aged child and is at a stage in her life where she is looking at the
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divorce possibly being her fault, although she may not understand the split, she is more fearful of
her place with the separation (Cohen & Weitzman, 2016). Paul, the 13-year-old boy may exhibit
feelings and emotions such as anger, confusion, and abandonment (Cohen & Weitzman, 2016).
The eldest sibling Tom Jr. is old enough to understand what is going on between his parents,
however, due to the circumstances surrounding the divorce, he may feel more depression and
aggression with the matter (Cohen & Weitzman, 2016).

The concept of divorce can be both humiliating and stressful and although the family are
all experiencing this together, they may feel alienated not only from the world, but from one
another as well (Cohen & Weitzman, 2016). Divorce is a painful process where everyone
involved is searching for a way to cope with these deep unfelt feelings. The parents are going
through legal matters as well as trying to keep it together for their family. The children are going
through emotional issues and are unsure of how to cope with school and feeling “different”. The
family may go through such discord that they are failing to communicate with one another and
through treatment can understand where they need to reconnect. Divorce can separately effect
each family member and cause long-term negative reactions when individuals are experiencing a
family stressor such as divorce, however with therapy everyone’s personal difficulties and
differences can be addressed and allow for growth and acceptance (Cohen & Weitzman, 2016).
Engagement and Assessment

The role of a social worker is to build rapport with the family that would assist in
engaging and assessing effectively. Careful considerations are taken by the social worker during
this phase of the planned change model to ensure respect of the clients and the right to self-
determination. Clients remain the focus of therapy as well as experts of their lives while

working in a collaborative effort with the social worker to become empowered and identify
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strengths. Engagement is a fundamental tenant to foster a positive relationship between the
worker and the client. Successful engagement of the client or family system may include
working through barriers such as cultural or hesitation from the client.

The process of engaging with clients creates unknown vulnerabilities that takes time to
share. Most clients are not immediately willing to share their deficiencies with strangers in a
therapeutic setting. Therapy may occur in an involuntary matter, and the effectiveness of the
session relies on strong engagement skills. As such, the role of the social worker is to determine
how to gain this level of engagement to get to the root of the problem.

Those seeking counseling are in pain and eager to get the help they need to improve their
lives. The assessment process should reflect these attitudes and affirm the seriousness of each
family member and their uniqueness. In doing this, I am saying to my client that they are special
and I want to get to know and understand them better so that I can determine the best possible
way to help them. Assessment is ultimately the collaboration between the helping professional
and the client in that both gain knowledge and understanding while continuing to build a strong
therapeutic relationship. Assessment serves a multitude of purpose, from establishing options
and alternatives, assess and quantify behaviors and habits, promote insight into an individual’s
self-esteem, assess and promote inspiration toward positive change and client-counselor
collaboration, to facilitating planning and decision-making.

Engagement

The relationship between the client and social worker can be a strong mechanism to
engage the entire family (Rice & Girvin, 2014), therefore, social workers must have tools that
will allow them to break through these barriers. Skills such as attentiveness and open

discussions regarding worker and client expectations are necessary. The Smith family has
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described barriers to effectively communicate. Steps should be taken to listen to each family
member and gain a clear understanding of their interpretations of the problem and any probable
solutions.

The overall goal at the beginning of therapy is to create an alliance with family members
by creating a relationship with each individual in which the counselor is warm, supportive,
understanding, genuine, and empathic. In other words, all individuals in the room will feel that
the worker understands their experience and able to explore new behaviors and new ways of
interacting with each other. Open-ended questions will allow the family to expand with the
social worker on their individual experiences leading up to the divorce. It is also vital for the
social worker supporting the Smith family to inform them of agency expectations and limitations
to the assistance that may pertain to the family. During this time, the family should be allowed
to express any concerns or questions they may have regarding treatment to ensure efforts are
made to match them with a provider or agency who best meets the needs of the family.

Assessment

Assessment contributes to the establishment of rapport, enhances the goals of counseling,
and considers the client’s preferences and areas of difficulties. In assessing the Smith family
who struggles with cohesion and communication, it may be optimum to administer the
Circumplex Model which is used for systematic assessment of a marital and family system.
Family functioning is assessed to identify if a family unit is adaptable, flexible, and cohesive
(Rada & Olson, 2016). The communication parameter helps the families modify their cohesion
and flexibility levels. It is not only about clarity, but also about the ability to share with other
family members, the capacity to empathically listen, with respect and appreciation, to the

emotions generated by their joys and sorrows (2016). Whereas positive communication skills,
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including clarity, empathy, and effective problem solving, are believed to facilitate healthy levels
of family cohesion and flexibility, a lack of communication skills is believed to inhibit the family
system’s ability to change when needed (Rada & Olson, 2016).
Literature Review

The primary purpose of the HIV Support Group is to aide group members like Paula on
how to effectively cope with stressful life events while also enhancing those already present
coping abilities. Paula abused drugs as a coping mechanism to mask the pain. She is hurt and
disappointed with the life stressors of not having a support structure to lean on so the support
group will be of great benefit to her. The goal of the group is to alter deeply rooted personality
traits, but instead, assist members adjust to their new circumstances and cope with the
accompanying psychological, social, and physiological changes they are experiencing. The
groups objectives are to facilitate mutual support while reducing isolation, enhance family and
social support to decrease any feelings of isolation, and promote openness in and outside of the
group.
Interventions

The Generalist Intervention Model may assist in collecting data by utilizing
multidisciplinary teams to gauge what is programs and techniques may work most effectively for
the family and each individual. This methodology can also help in planned changed through
problem solving building upon the client-base’s strengths (Kirst-Ashman & Hull, 2018). This
can be used as a means to develop strengths with Mr. Smith’s sobriety. There can also be family-
centered services that may be a means of support to help the family to succeed and have

accountability.
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Motivational interviewing techniques can also be used as method for the social worker
not to challenge resistance but to use the momentum to further assess the views of the
family/individual client (Zastrow & Kirst-Ashman, 2016). This is done in an effort to decrease
the probability of the client’s resistance by the social worker not reinforcing resistant behaviors.
The use of motivational interviewing also allows the client to construct their own solutions to
The use of motivational interviewing also allows the client to construct their own solutions to
their problems, therefore decreasing the challenge that the client may predispose is present with
the social worker (Zastrow & Kirst-Ashman, 2016). This would be imperative in the
restructuring of what will be the family’s new normative dynamics.

Family focus therapy or family systems therapy is a type of psychological therapy that
works to change the relationships within families to help them better deal with a wide range of
problems. Family therapy helps family members find constructive ways to help each other. Due
to this flexibility, family therapy is useful in a wide range of situations. Family therapy can be
useful in childhood and adult conditions including conduct and mood disorders, eating disorders,
drug abuse and psychiatric conditions as well as couples experiencing difficulties. Family
therapy is useful throughout life and can be especially useful in the treatment of long term illness
such as depression.

Divorce is common and can pose risks to those involved. Although divorce affects all
parts of the family system, young children face extraneous challenges due to their unique
developmental stage and limited cognitive ability. Emotionally focused family therapy (EFFT)
works to enhance attachment bonds by restructuring a family’s negative interaction cycle and
can be useful for repairing relationships between parents and their children who are suffering

negative effects of parental divorce. Whereas adults have the skills to express themselves
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verbally, young children often use imaginary play to convey their emotional experiences and
unmet attachment needs (Stavrianopoulos, Faller, & Furrow, 2014). By using play therapy
techniques within an EFFT framework, adults and children can better communicate their
perspectives concerning difficult life events such as parental divorce.

Solution- focused brief therapy is another excellent evidenced-based and strengths based
approach that assumes that clients have the knowledge, strengths, skills, and insight to solve their
own problems. This model works under four guidelines including each family is unique, clients
possess the strengths and resources to achieve their goals, change is constant and any change in
one area can and will affect other areas, and sessions should focus on the present and the future
since we cannot change the past (Holosko, Dulmus, & Sowers, 2013).

Another form of evidence-based family intervention that may be useful for this
population is community-based programs for a family that is going through a divorce. A family
that is going through a divorce not only effects the couple but also the children in the family. The
community-based program known as Kids in Divorce Situations. Some of the community-based
programs help children of divorce with other programs or forms of counseling. However, Kids
in Divorce Situations aim to decrease emotional problems as well as improve the relationship
and communication between parents and their children after divorce (Eaton, 2018, pg. 41). With
children involved and with one of the factors for the separation of the parents, with the mother
not being religious and the father is, Kids in Divorce Situations, the children could benefit from
the community-based program.

Kids in Divorce Situations program includes role-play, assignments, and conversations
that help children learn to recognize their feelings, deal with change, and understand that they

aren’t responsible for the separation of their parents (Eaton, 2018, pg. 41). Given these
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programs’ potential influence on such a large population, evidence in support of their efforts
ensures individuals and couples seeking relationship enrichment are receiving an effective
intervention and are not being harmed (Davis, 2015, pg. 2)

Advantages & Disadvantages of Interventions

When selecting the best intervention for a client, social workers have to consider the
advantages and disadvantages of each proposed intervention in order to determine its’
effectiveness on the client or client system they are supporting. Conducting a proper analysis of
the intervention to ensure it is research and evidence-based to support the claims. The Smith
family are dealing with a lot of issues within their family system ranging from divorce, infidelity,
loss of family unit to Paul’s loss of a father he thought was his biological father so the social
worker has to consider the complex needs in order to appropriately address the presenting
problem and underlying issues.

Engaging in evidence based interventions while working with families who are going
through divorce is an effective way to be sure that families and children are getting the services
they need to cope and heal. There are advantages and disadvantages to these interventions that
can assist families going through a divorce and looking to the future. Functional family therapy
is an effective approach for children suffering with problem behaviors (Sexton, 2019). This form
of therapy focuses on the family functioning and interaction style of the family (Sexton, 2019);
this is an advantage as the model looks at the core principles of a functioning family (Sexton,
2019). This form of therapy can create a sense of control and that can be a sense of security in
their growth (Sexton, 2019).

Advantages
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Solution-Focused Brief Therapy (SFBT) has its advantages and disadvantages when
being used as a method for treatment for the Smith family. The premise of SFBT is that clients
are accountable for solutions when in crisis versus accepting responsibility for the current
problems. (Turner, 2017). Strengths-based interventions such as SFBT empower clients to create
changes in their lives while also increasing the confidence in their abilities. When looking at our
case study, the Smith family currently have strengths they may be unaware of such as their
willingness to remain functioning through their divorce, community involvement & support, as
well as seeking out treatment to resolve family issues. This form of treatment is future focused
and offers advantages in building goals and searching for solutions rather than focusing on the
problems (Carr, et., al., 2017).

SFBT focuses on what the family can do, this approach would allow the family to
examine areas in their lives where they have been successful versus the areas where they have
deficiencies (Turner, 2017). By focusing on positive aspects with clients, it allows them to see
the capacity they have for change that may not have been present. During times of crisis and
chaos, it is not uncommon for families to dwell on the negative that surrounds them which
renders them incapable of rationalizing their responses. Social workers with families such as the
Smith family have the task of helping the families notice their strengths and successfully apply
them to the new dilemmas. (Turner, 2017).

The most beneficial of this form of treatment is that clients are the focus of the therapy.
Results are driven by client participation and allows for greater control regarding treatment
direction. Individuals and families can decide when they have reached a resolution and define

their problems for the social worker. Through this form of interaction, a dialogue occurs between
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both the social worker and client, with an emphasis on clients constructing their paths and
uncovering strengths and resolutions already at their disposal. (Turner, 2017).

Disadvantages

With every form of evidenced-based intervention, there are also limitations and concerns.
One area of concern regarding SFBT is that its quick, goal-oriented nature may not allow
therapists the necessary time to empathize with what people in treatment are experiencing.
In doing so, those in therapy may feel misunderstood if the therapist is not meeting them on
their emotional level (Netrix Limited, n.d.). Another criticism is how SFBT seems to
simply discard or ignore information deemed important by other treatment modalities. An
example, in this type of therapy, a relationship between the adverse issues people face and
the changes necessary to foster improvement is not assumed, and any underlying reasons for
maladaptive thoughts and/or behaviors are not explored in a typical SFBT session (Netrix
Limited, n.d.).

Individuals wishing to explore these reasons may find it more helpful to seek a type
of therapy that addresses these concerns, though they may do so while also receiving SFBT.
Another disadvantage with solution focused is that children find it difficult to look ahead as it is
a language too complex for them to understand (Carr, et., al., 2017). While this form of therapy
has positive outcomes such as positive family relationships, it can also loose family members in
the process if not conducted appropriately.

Recommendation for Treatment

A careful and well-developed treatment plan that is grounded in research on treatment

effectiveness, provides assurance that the counseling is likely to be successful. Top on the

recommendations for the family is having a family-focused, as well as children, focused



SMITH FAMILY TREATMENT PLAN 14

treatment that is centered on improving the family’s ability to function as a cohesive unit. In the
family-focused treatment strategy, the treatment will recognize and utilize individual and family
strengths simultaneously utilizing the family’s willingness to solve problems (Barker & Pistrang,
2015). The family-focused treatment will prove instrumental considering the family led by the
parents have recognized that they have a problem and are willing to work toward the problem by
identifying healthy strategies that will assist them in their growth. In the family-focused
treatment, communication therapy, emotionally focused therapy (EFT) and Solution-focused
brief therapy (SFBT) as well as trans-generational therapy can be used. Trans-generational
therapy will aide in bridging the gap between individuals in a family across multiple

generations.

The family is currently experiencing a tremendous amount of stress due to the father’s
absence from the home, the parents’ pending divorce, and Paul possibly feeling guilt and blame
for the family no longer being together. The communication therapy and EFT will help rebuild
the communication of the different family members as well as help in dealing with the emotional
issues that surrounds a divorce. Communication therapy is effective for communication issues
brought about by secrecy and trauma. Communication in the family has been destroyed due to
trauma caused by infidelity.

The children focused treatment will focus on the parents working together for the well-
being of the children. Mr. and Mrs. Smith have three children with the youngest being five years
old. Children focused treatment will emphasize on the parents finding a workable solution that
will ensure that the children grow without lacking the presence of either parents (Barth, 2017).
For example, the family can have a scheduled private family time where detail on the parents and

children well-being will be shared.
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Evaluation

In considering the interventions presented to be used with an individual and/or family, it
is critical to assess the effectiveness of the intervention as well as areas for improvement.
Evaluations inform further treatment planning for future clients and inform practitioners of
which practices produce the best results. Methods for data collection may be formal or informal
(Toseland & Rivas, 2017). Often evaluations are conducted to learn about the efficacy of an
intervention method as well as the effectiveness of group work (Holosko, Dulmus, & Sowers,
2013). As the family therapist, I can carry out random home visits during the scheduled private
family time where she will shadow the family. My duties during the shadow sessions will be to
observe how the family handles itself. In addition, the shadowing sessions will be geared at
evaluating whether the children’s protection and safety needs influence the decisions that the
parents make as well as ensuring that the treatment is appropriate enough to facilitate the
protection of the rights of the children.

In addition to the shadowing evaluation, I will schedule individual sessions with each
member of the family. The individual sessions will be evaluation sessions to assess whether the
family-based therapies and children focused therapies are effective at enhancing communication
between the family members that create a positive environment that is conducive to the
children’s growth and development. In the evaluation of the individual family members, there
can be parameters that describe whether the treatments are effective or not.

For Tom, the treatment parameters can be on how much alcohol he consumes in a day
and how often he communicates with his children with special attention being paid to how he
deals with Paul (Caselli, 2018). For Tina, the treatment parameters will focus on how effectively

she communicates with Tom in regards to the children as well as how she handles the situation
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with Paul. For Tom Jr., the concentration will be on his relationship with both his parents as well
as with his siblings while also xamining his feelings regarding the divorce and his mom’s
indiscretion that led to the divorce. With the new discovery of Paul not being Tom’s biological
son, Paul is faced with the greatest challenge. In focusing on Paul’s treatment, the concentration
will be on how he is handling Tom not being his father and what culpability he places on both
himself and his mom. Although Lucy is the youngest and only five years old, she will still deal
with the loss of her father’s absence from the home. The focus for Lucy will be on how she is
dealing with the divorce of her parents.

While not all divorces or its” impact on children are the same, there is still a sense of
frustration, sadness, and angry, however with the proper treatment and coping strategies, they
can move forward better able to cope with the stress of not having both parents in the home and
become more flexible, tolerant young adults. The results of the evaluation will be important in

deciding whether another treatment method will be considered for the family.
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