PY 555 Reaction Papers

This handout will serve as the set of instructions for the nine reaction papers you must complete
for this class.

Purpose

The reaction papers should demonstrate the student’s ability to process his/her internal responses
personally and professionally. The ability to reflect upon and process feelings and thoughts —
supported by informed information - is an important skill. Any sources used in the paper should
be properly documented using the format provided by the Publication Manual of the American
Psychological Association. Graduate level spelling, grammar and style are expected, and grades
will be greatly reduced if written expression is poorly presented.

Objectives
1. The assimilate the information from the weekly topic into a broader understanding of
Systems Theory

2. Demonstrate the ability to present research from multiple sources into a single, coherent
research document.

Preparation Instructions

1. Compose your Reaction Paper in Microsoft Word or a compatible word processing
application.

2. The paper should be formatted and typed using Times New Roman, 12-point font, single-
spaced, and one-inch margins (no exceptions).

3. The length of the paper should be one page in length (page number does not include the
title page or references pages).

4. Use APA 6th edition formatting and use a minimum of 2 references.

Content Instructions
1. Write a one-page reaction paper reflecting upon your understanding of the weekly
chapters.
2. Please keep in mind that a reaction paper is not a summary of what the author wrote but
rather your analysis and critique of the presented topic.

Submission Instructions
« Save this assignment as “fname_lname_reaction_paper_chp#.doc.” (i.e.,
john_smith_reaction_paper_chp2.doc). Replace the # symbol with the chapter number.
« Access the Assignments link located on the Course Menu to upload the final document as
an attachment to the Reaction Paper Chapter # drop box by the due date listed on the
Course Schedule. Replace the # symbol with the chapter number.
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CHAPTER 3

Causality

HEN MY DAUGHTER was only a month old, we took a trip from
WChicago to Denver for my husband and I to interview for
jobs. While we were in Denver, my grandmother died, and

my daughter and I flew to New Mexico for the funeral. The day after we
returned to Chicago, we spent the afternoon and evening at a good
friend’s wedding. Although my daughter was relatively easy to soothe
and manage during all of this upheaval, for three days after we
returned to our (relatively new) routine, my daughter cried for hours
each day. I took her to the pediatrician after a couple of days, thinking
that she had picked up some strange illness during our travels or that
she was developing an atypical form of colic. The doctor was unable to
find anything wrong and encouraged me to be patient. I'll never forget
pondering all of this with my own therapist, expressing my frustration
that I didn’t know why my daughter was crying. His response was
You’ll probably never know what was wrong.” I was shocked by his
reply! It was inconceivable that I could tolerate not knowing why my

baby had been crying.

THE NEED TO KNOW WHY

Just as human beings seem programmed to try to organize our expe-
riences into meaningful wholes, we are also hardwired to understand
and explain why things happen. Our philosophical and scientific
traditions are based on this ongoing quest to find the causes for events
that we experience. When something happens, we want to know why.
This process of learning about cause and effect starts early in our
cognitive development and continues throughout the life span. Think
of the baby in the high chair, repeatedly dropping her spoon from
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the tray and watching it fall. Part of the scenario i
. . generally also includes
watching the parent repeatedly return the spoon to t)I,'ne tray, so in

this case, both brain development and positive reinforcement are

encouraging the baby’s physics experiment.

Our scientific method is designed to harness and organize our desire
to understand causality. When we observe phenomena, we are asked to
generate hypotheses that might explain what we have seen and then
set up experiments to test the hypotheses we have generated. Based on
the results of these experiments, we can revise our hypotheses and
develop theories that further explain what we are observing. It is
abso‘lu_tely mind-boggling to consider all of the advances in technology
mgdlgne, and a myriad of other areas that can ultimately be traced to,
tIus scientific method. Yet the method also has limitations, many of
which come from some of the assumptions about its application.

.In the .Iast chapter, we looked at the ways that traditional laboratory
science isolated and reduced phenomena when trying to address
the problem of human obesity. As we saw, this practice can help us
ur}dersténd some aspects of systems functioning, yet it can also be
mlsleadlng when it prevents us from looking at people and events
In context. A similar problem exists when we look at causality.
Traditional laboratory science looks for the best explanation f01;
phepgmena, which leads to an emphasis on singular causality. In
addltlf)n, Western science views causality as a linear process. Like'the
?alfl?f in thet:i higill cl:?ir,h we like to establish probability in a linear
ashion, noting that if 2 happens, it wi
spoon, it will %all to the ﬂlz)gr. Hi be followed by b If1 Arop my

.Wl}ile the predictability offered by this type of cause-and-effect
thinking can be very reassuring, it has important drawbacks, as
well. Another baby example comes to mind, this time with my ;on
When he was an infant, he was plagued with recurrent ear infections'
He would be treated with one type of antibiotic and then recover and
then a few weeks later, he would be treated with a different antil;iotic
when the problem recurred. When he was 9 months old, we finally had
tubes placed in his ears, yet he continued to get ear infections, and to
be _trgated with antibiotics, for the next several months. I w;s com-
plaining about the situation to a colleague whose partner was studyi
acupuncture, and he suggested that this treatment might help my son
Another colleague suggested that I needed to feed him yogurt anci
o!;hgr foods that boost the immune system. We discontinued the anti-
biotics, started feeding him more yogurt (the only food on the list that
he would eat), and took him to a pediatric acupuncture specialist.

Within a couple of weeks, his ears were clear, he did not get another ear
infection for a full year, and the recurrent infections never returned.

I think that this story helps us understand the limits of our scientific
method in different ways. If we start by looking at linear causality, then
we have to ask what causes ear infections. Because we know that ear
infections are caused by bacteria, then we know that the bacteria will be
killed by an antibiotic. Our scientific method has yielded a simple and
elegant solution to our problem on one level, but on another level, we
see that the problem was not only not solved but instead became worse.
The infection returned and needed another antibiotic. If we take a step
back, we see a circular pattern: ear infection, antibiotic use, period of
time without ear infection, ear infection, antibiotic use, and period
of time without an ear infection.

As systems theory encourages us to look at the circular pattern, we
inherently redefine the problem. Rather than stating that the problem is
bacteria in the ear canal, which is the singular, linear explanation, we
see that the problem is that the immune system cannot consistently
manage the bacteria. If we look more at the relationship between my
son’s immune system and the bacteria, we will begin to look at the
multiple causes for the immune system deficiency. In this instance, it
now seems likely that the repeated antibiotic use actually inhibited his
immune system, making it more likely that he would get sick in the
future. Because of the limits of linear cause-and-effect thinking, it is
not uncommon that some type of action will have unintended con-
sequences. In this instance, the solution (antibiotic use) reinforced the
problem (recurrent ear infections), an example of the type of well
intentioned negative repercussion that we will explore more in later
chapters, when we talk about change.

Once we start looking at multiple causality, we also have multiple
avenues for intervention. In this case, we might say that I was a poor
scientist because I started feeding my son yogurt and taking him to the
acupuncturist at the same time. Do I know which of these interventions
was actually effective? But because this experiment is taking place in an
open system, it would be difficult to determine causality even if I had
tried these interventions sequentially.

The systems pioneer Gregory Bateson used a much-cited example to
look at the limitations of linear causality with living things (Bateson,
1972; Nichols & Schwartz, 2001). In the first instance, the group is
instructed to set up an experiment to answer the following question:
“What will happen when a woman kicks a rock?” We can predict that
the force of the woman’s kick will move the rock and that the precise




distance will depend on the size of the rock and the strength of the
kick. When the experiment is finished, the rock will stay where it was
moved. Now the group is asked to stage another experiment to
answer the question: “What will happen when a woman kicks a
dog?” Prediction is much more difficult in this case and depends on
a great deal more than the strength of the woman and the size of the
dog. In addition, we would have a hard time identifying when the
experiment is over. Imagine that the woman was nervous about kickin:
the dog and kicked him very lightly. The dog thought the woman
wanted to play and began to nibble at her pant leg in return. The
woman was fearful that the dog would bite her and tried to run away
from the dog. As she ran, the dog chased her. The woman continued
running and then started to scream. The woman turned, yelled at the
dog, and gave the dog a harder kick. At that point, the dog bit her.
Bateson’s example, which I have embellished, starts with showing

the stark difference between the rock as subject and the dog as subject.
The story highlights the fact that multiple variables contribute to our
ability to predict outcomes, and it shows that a simple description of
linear cause and effect is likely to leave out important information.
Watzlawick discusses the fact that kicking the rock is an inherently
linear process, as the energy from the kick is transferred to the rock.
This type of linear energy transfer has long been studied in physics, but
we see that kicking the dog represents an entirely different study.
While some energy is transferred from the kick to the dog, numerous
other processes are at work and influence the outcome (Watzlawick,
Bavelas, & Jackson, 1967). In this example, we could summarize our
experiment by saying that the woman kicked the dog, and the outcome
was that the dog bit the woman. While these facts are true, this
description leaves out the circular pattern that contributed to the
behavior. Based on this example, we could certainly advise the woman
not to kick dogs if she wanted to avoid being bitten, but if she wanted to
learn more about how to get along with dogs, she could benefit from
understanding the entire sequence.

WHO IS AT FAULT?

Although Bateson’s example is a bit absurd, the predilection to lose
valuable information through simple linear causality is rife in the
mental health field. Consider Carol, a 44-year-old woman who was
referred to me by her 13-year-old daughter’s therapist, Samantha.
Samantha said that the daughter, Emma, was struggling with issues

of depression and self-esteem, but “‘given Carol’s poor parenting Skﬂ.l,
of course Emma struggles.” Samantha experienced (.Zarol as erratic
and volatile, at times enthusiastic about Emma’s growing competence
and at other times hostile and undermining. She ]oelieved that Carol
lacked the ability to empathize with Emma’s experience, ?nd therefore
Emma was even more prone to hopelessness and depression tha.n most
13-year-old girls. Samantha told me, “I can’t get anywhe're with Fhls
mom because she sees me as competition for Emma’s affectlon.
I haven’t been able to get a good history from mom, but I'm sure
that there is frauma or abuse there somewhere.”

When Carol came to see me, she started by saying, “I'm sure you
have heard all about what a bad mother I am from Samantha. I know
she thinks I'm too hard on Emma, but I can tell that she has no clue
about what it's like living with a moody 13-year-olc%.” While her
manner was somewhat brittle and negative, I was impressed by
how accurately she summed up Samantha’s perception, and I won-
dered if she knew that Samantha did not have childrer}. When I x:vent on
to ask how Carol felt about coming to therapy, she said, “I don’t really
think this will help. I've tried therapy several times befqre, we always
spend lots of time on my crappy childhood, and it never goes
anywhere. But Emma really likes Samantha and knows that San_lantha
recommended that I come here. If I ask Emma to work on her issues,

ess 1 should, too.”

Ig\i’e can easily see Samantha’s assumptions in this case, and tlgey
are firmly grounded in psychological trac.lition. A.s Emma s therapist,
there is a strong pull for her to become aligned with Emmrfl § perspec-
tive. Samantha experiences Carol as interpersgr}ally dlfﬁcu}t and
witnesses Emma’s mood difficulties. Her implicit message is th_at
Carol’s difficult personality is the cause of Emma'’s g.truggles'and, in
turn, her difficult personality was caused by. some kind of childhood
trauma. Using this lens, the child’s problem is always the fault of the
parent; historically, usually the problem was ble}med on the mothgr, but
more recently, fathers have been included in this equation, even if only
through their lack of involvement. 7

- Given the prevalence of this lens, I often try to help my.students
understand how inevitable it is that parents W}ll b(_a anxious aqd
defensive when they seek therapy with or for their children. Yet th}s
case illustrates the dilemma faced by Samantha and by me as Carol’s
therapist. We are both hoping that Carol can use her the_rapy to becogle
a better parent. Fortunately, the focus on multiple and C}rcular causa!lty
helps us see that Carol can make constructive changes in her parenting




without reinforcing the idea that Emma’s
. oreing the problems are all her fault.
And while this distinction between responsibility and blame mayuat

first sound like semantics, in m i i
rst sou , Y experience this subtle but im
distinction can be extremely therapeutic. portant

MANY PATHS TO THE SAME DESTINATION
Another systems concept that moves away from linear cause and effect

is equifinality, which refers to the fact that the same
re'acllxed from different original conditions. As Bertalai?go;:)?nizlz)ss
w1th1.n a closed system the final result of an experiment can bé
Predlcted by the original condition, but in an open system, the result
is the Product of an interaction of variables, For example, wl,1en a child
is ba\'nng problems, it is easy to employ linear causality and say that a
Chllfi s p}'oblems are the result of poor parenting. The principle of
equlfmaht}f shows that a child’s problem can result from a variety of
starting points and that within an open system it is likely that several
factors have contributed to the problem. This realization can both cut
through defensiveness and help parents understand that improved
pa;engng can be pa;irt cg the solution to the child’s problem.
~To e more specific, Carol came to one session describi i
Interaction she had with Emma. Emma came homeesfigzr;%lf?ogifii;ﬁf
p!ammg that two of her friends had decided to do a group project and
did notinclude her. In trying to make Emma feel better, Carol told Emma
thgt it woqld be easier to do the project by herself, rather than workin
with he'r friends. Emma was dejected, and when Carol tried to ask abou%
her feelings, Emma simply said that her mother didn’t understand her
Frustrated by Emma’s increasing emotionality, Carol told her “Well'
mayb.e you §hould ask them why they didn’t pick you. Last time ’you dic{
a project with them, you didn’t work very hard, so maybe they don’t
trust you anymore.” While Carol’s stated goal in giving Emma this
feedb:ack was to help her see that she could g0 back to her friends and
promise them she would work harder, you can imagine that this wasn’t
t’he effect pf her comments. Instead, Emma screamed at her, “You think
I'ma te}fn!ale,person! I knew it all along!”” and ran to her réom' cryin
.In. this instance, we see that Carol contributed to the prot;lem bg.
missing the chance to empathize with Emma’s hurt feelings, and that 1};
she had started there, she might have had the chance to l;elp Emma
solvg her problem. Yet Emma gave Carol very little to work with, and
certainly Emma’s negativity and reactivity was part of the prol:,:Iern
Together they repeated the pattern of subtly invalidating each other.

Looking at the interaction in circular terms, each approached the other
with the hope of making a connection, and when that hope was
frustrated, they found indirect ways to attack the other. The more
emotional and despondent Emma became the more incompetent and
anxious Carol felt. She responded to this anxiety by trying to be
businesslike, but not only did she miss Emma'’s feelings, she ultimately
blamed Emma for the problem.

As we processed this example in session, Carol was able to see the
challenges that Emma presented to her, as well as her own deficits in
meeting the challenges. Rather than attributing the problem to her being
a bad mother or Emma being a bad kid, she could see that in this inter-
action they each triggered negative reactions in the other. As Carol
examined her part of the pattern, she identified the ways that her own
history made Emma’s negative feelings especially difficult. Carol had
experienced her-own mother as frequently hostile and occasionally
abusive. She had reacted to her mother’s rejection and criticism by
focusing on external achievements and keeping her distance emotionally.

Carol was determined to make Emma feel loved and accepted in
a way that she did not experience with her mother, and it was very
triggering for her to see Emma feel hurt or upset. As we worked
together, she was able to understand that at times negative feelings
were inevitable, but that these feelings could be accepted and worked
with in a way that she had never experienced. Having this model
allowed her to change her destructive behavior without blaming or
punishing herself. At the same time, she could challenge Emma to
behave differently without being so critical or negative. In this specific
example, she went back and asked Emma to talk about her feelings
more openly and directly. As Carol was able to focus on Emma’s
experience, she felt more confident as a parent and was therefore more
accepting of herself and of Emma. Using this case, we can return to
Bateson’s example and understand that a focus on multiple causality
was empowering to Carol. Instead of blaming the woman for being
bitten by the dog (it is the parents’ fault when children have problems)
or assuming that dogs will be dogs (what do you expect from a
teenager?), Carol looked at what she could influence in the situation
and was ultimately less anxious and more effective.

BLAME AND RESPONSIBILITY

Issues of blame and responsibility have a long history in family systems
work and deserve further discussion. Although family systems work



developed in part in reaction to psychoanalytic models that were seen
as overly mother-blaming, early family systems research on schizo-
phrenia seemed to shift the cause from the mother to the family—while
still maintaining a fairly linear, blaming stance. As we will see in the
next chapter, when discussing communication, Bateson and the Palo
Alto group noticed a particular type of problematic communication
that existed in families with a schizophrenic member (Bateson, 1972,
1979; Nichols & Schwartz, 2001). As they observed and catalogued the
now famous double-bind communications, they fell into the ve
nonsystemic trap of linear and singular causality. While the descrip-
tions of double-bind communication highlight the statements of each
member of the family, it is clear that the parent (usually the mother)
creates the double bind that then causes the so-called crazy response of
the schizophrenic.

Luckily, there are current conceptualizations of schizophrenic
symptomatology that reflect both multiple and circular causality.
Schizophrenia is thought to result from a combination of genetic
predisposition and environmental stressors, which could include a
variety of family or social problems. In addition, the level of function-
ality or adjustment can be increased by structured routines, medication,
and social support. Current family treatments for schizophrenia high-
light the importance of reducing negative expressed emotion, which
highlights a circular causality model (C. M. Anderson, 1986). Within
this model, families learn that as there is increased symptomatology
in the system, family members may all experience greater anxiety and
affect. If this affect is expressed directly, it is likely to exacerbate
psychotic symptomatology, which in turn generates greater negative
affect. By reducing these negative affective chains, families with schiz-
ophrenic members reduce distress as well as psychotic symptoms.
Rather than blaming the family for the symptoms, this approach
highlights the ways that family members can escape patterns of
negatively triggering one another.

SHARED RESPONSIBILITY IS NOT EQUAL RESPONSIBILITY

Of course, multiple and circular causality does not imply equal
responsibility for all problems, and family therapy has had to face
numerous criticisms for the inappropriate application of ideas such as
circular causality. Beginning in the late 1980s, Virginia Goldner and
other feminist family therapists began writing about the ways that
domestic violence had been ignored in the family therapy literature

(Goldner, 1985; Goldner, Penn, Sheinberg, & Walker, 1990). By focusing
on the fact that both members of the couple contribute to the prob'lem,
the reality of unequal relational power was ove.rlooked,. at times
leading to a blame-the-victim stance. While we will examine issues
of power and privilege in more depth in later chapte1:s, this distinction
between contributing to a problem and being responsible for a problem
can frequently be a useful clinical discussion. In the case of Carol and
Emma, it was helpful to acknowledge Emma’s contribution to their
cycle, but as the parent in the system, Carol held more of the power and
the responsibility for change. .
There is a similar challenge in helping couples recover from affairs.
To begin the healing process, it is frequently necessary for the.persc:n
who had the affair to be fully accountable for betraying the relationship
and causing the breach in trust (Pittman, 1989). By taking complete
responsibility for having the affair, the pariner who violated the
relationship can begin to regain the trust of the qunggd partner
and in that process can often restore a sense of integrity in owning
the wrongdoing. As the work continues, it may also involve looklr!g at
problems in the relationship for which both members were responsible.
There is a delicate balance between allowing the affair partner to take
responsibility for the affair and helping both partners own problems
in the relationship. . .
One of the most interesting theoretical shifts in looking at causah.ty
can be seen in behavioral therapies. These theories were heavily
grounded in the practice of basic science and many bel.lavmral de-
scriptions of events were extremely linear. Starting with classical
conditioning, we see that Pavlov helped us understand how emo-
tional reactions are conditioned through experience (Munger, 2003;
Sheehy, 2004). Through the elegant simplicity of no.ticing that_by
pairing the sound of a bell with the pleasurable experience of being
fed, the sound of the bell could then elicit the pleasu.lra}{le sensation
of anticipating food, leading to salivation. These' scientific findings
were quickly applied to humans, most famously in the 1920s by the
psychologist John Watson (Sheehy, 2004). Watson was able to show
that he could create a fear reaction in a small child where none had
existed before. .
Although current sensibilities question the famous experiment,
Watson did contribute to our understanding of emotional learning in
his work with Albert and the white rabbit. By pairing a frightenipg
stimulus (loud noise) with an inherently pleasant object (a cuddly wh1?e
rabbit), Watson conditioned the child to become afraid of the rabbit.



In contrast to the Freudian views of the day, which attributed emotions
to internal, unconscious conflicts, the behavioral perspective looked at
emotions as learned phenomena. According to this theory, we walk
through the world accruing both pleasurable and aversive experiences,
and this emotional learning helps us seek pleasure and avoid pain.

Skinner went further in looking at the ways that organisms operate

on their environment to seek Pleasure and avoid pain (Sheehy, 2004).
Working first with pigeons, he noted that any behavior that was
followed by a reward was likely to be repeated, behaviors that were
followed by something painful were less likely to be repeated, and
behaviors that received no reinforcement whatsoever were eventually
dropped. Again, applying these ideas of operant conditioning to
humans, Skinner saw human behavior as the product of contingencies
in the environment (Skinner, 1974). Like classical conditioning, the
mechanism for behavior change is direct and linear. To develop a
desired behavior, first find a way to elicit the desired behavior,
reinforce the behavior intermittently when it occurs, and expect that
the behavior will be repeated. To eliminate an undesirable behavior,
remove all reinforcement for the behavior, if possible, and wait for it to
be extinguished. If the reinforcement cannot be removed, the behavior
should be punished so that it will be discontinued temporarily, allow-
ing a more desirable behavior to be reinforced in its place.

While operant and classical conditioning have had utility as foun-
dational principles, other theorists have expanded these theories to
make them more applicable to human behavior. Although he isn't
generally considered a systems theorist, Albert Bandura elaborated on
Skinner’s operant conditioning by examining reinforcement schedules
in a relational context (Bandura, 1977; Sheehy, 2004). Calling his
approach social learning theory, Bandura was able to highlight the
ways that the type of pleasure and pain that is meaningful to human
beings generally occurs in the context of relationships. While tradi-
tional stimulus/response behavioral approaches often focused on
tangible reinforcement, Bandura saw that humans learned by watching

each other and that approval and rejection could be powerful sources
of pleasure and pain.

EXPLAINING VICIOUS CYCLES

In the 1970s, couples and family therapists began to combine systemic
and behavioral principles, an effort that has continued to the present.
One of the best known of this group, Gerald Patterson (1971), started

i lying operant conditioning and social learnipg theory princi-
\I;/]:;l t?)ppg();llalegm ]I;ehavior in children. Patterson apd his group methgd-
ically analyzed the reinforcement schedules of children in their p;a:1 cef
and began to elaborate the circular patterns that kept problex;nh ehav
iors in place. A traditional behavioral approat:h focused‘ on the wal}l's
that parents reinforce their children fqr ur‘ldesued beha.vmr, generili y
by ignoring positive behavior and giving intense attention to nega. ve
behavior. But Patterson and his group took .these. ideas forwalr in a
couple of ways. First, in social contexts, behavx?rs snpultgqeous y serve
as stimuli and reinforcement, so that a behavior Yv111 .e1'1c1t a respons.et
from another family member, and this response will elicit a subsequen
behavior. Rather than a linear stimulus-rgsponse pattern, w]re1 sge an
ongoing and mutual cycle of people shaping each othex’ s bed.a.vm}'.

Second, Patterson recognized that operant and classical con itioning
go hand in hand in these situations. He pointed out that When .negzla.hfve
behavioral cycles persist, family memberg become.a.ver.swe stimuli for
one another (Patterson, 1970). The classical conditioning that oczci;.u's1
further solidifies the operant conditioning; for example, as parents te;:e
upset by their child’s behavior, they feel anger and anxiety, an te
mere presence of the child elicits a painfu.] negative emotion. ’f;ymgﬂ 3
avoid that feeling, parents keep an emohopal dlstancg from the <:t
that is also experienced negatively by the child. Wl'.le.n given fequ;eg S ;)r
directives, the child is not motivated by a positive re!atlonsd p tfl’
comply. Instead, the request is perceived negatively and ignore .unt
the parent becomes frustrated enough to pay a great deal of atte;lholl:ﬂ 3
the child. When the parent is acting in some extreme manner, the ¢ i
finally complies. This prototypical exam’ple shqws tha}t the pare}rl\t 1as
trained the child to ignore requests initially (.relnforcmg the be av1ct>r
after many requests), while the chilc} has trained the pareﬂit to glo 0
extremes to get his attention. In add1tion{ the outcome of t t; cyc lf is
that each party feels anxious and upset in thg presence of the ot her.
Patterson points out that the key behavioral efficacy that each pa;itl;zl as
in this cycle is aversive control (lfatter;on&;l993): l:?;%rll;? and children

joi in their ability to make each other mis !
are;\]: lInn(?ncéier:tioned in th:yfirst chapter, because .I started my career ?slan
elementary school teacher, I felt well-versed in behavioral pr1nc1fp es,
which I applied in a linear manner (star charts on the desksho lrr;y
students) to very good effect. When I returned to grac!u?lie schoo m(i)
study clinical psychology, I was drawn to ps.ychod){namlc : eones,dal !

I was somewhat dismayed to learn that in the integrative n’;o e :

was taught through my systems training, I would have to implemen



behavioral theories, which in my mind did not address the deeper truth
of human suffering.

From this perspective, Thad the good fortune of being supervised on
a family case that helped me appreciate the depth of the systemic
behaviorism developed by Patterson and his colleagues. Pia was a
10-year-old girl who was brought to therapy by her parents, Roberta
and Gillian, for a recent increase in noncompliant behavior. Roberta
had recently been laid off from her job in marketing and had been
working from home for the past six months. Both parents felt that an
increase in Roberta’s availability in the home would be positive for
Pia, who had always struggled in minor ways with small acts of
compliance, such as keeping her room clean and keeping up with
homework. But instead of improving, Pia’s behavior had steadily
worsened since Roberta had been working from home. Although
she was extremely bright, her grades were only mediocre and had
dropped in the past few months. She seemed to enjoy upsetting Gillian
with minor behavioral violations, such as belching at the table and
wearing dirty clothes. Even more distressing to Gillian, Pia was resist-
ing activities that they used to enjoy together, such as craft projects and
board games, and instead repeatedly requested that she be allowed
to do these things with only Roberta.

Gillian and Roberta were in general agreement about their standards
for Pia’s behavior, but Gillian tended to be the enforcer of these
standards, while Roberta was more easygoing and thought that Pia
would gradually come around. When I explored the strategies they
used to address Pia’s behavior, Gillian employed frequent reminders
and complained when Pia did not comply, while Roberta was inclined

to leave the task of disciplining Pia to Gillian. Not surprisingly, Roberta

felt that Gillian was overly harsh and critical of Pia, and Gillian felt
that Roberta was weak and indulgent. It was a relief to both to see that
their standards were similar and to hear that together they could teach

Pia to maintain these behaviors, although this teaching would involve
changes for both of them.

CREATING POSITIVE CYCLES

We started with a behavioral plan to encourage Pia to do her home-
work, clean her room, and clear the table after dinner. Knowing that
positive reinforcement provides the best way to establish good habits,
we set up a plan by which Pia would earn points each day for doing
30 minutes of homework, making her bed, getting her clothes in the

er, and taking the dinner dishes to the sink. Pia was neutra,ll
21::.1}: these tasks ir%itially, saying that th.ey weren’t hard but wer;n :
really important, but she became more mves?ed when we looke ;1
positive reinforcement for completing them. Pia had been asking to ; le
allowed to watch The Simpsons on television and to slegp on the Pul(;
out couch in the living room. Gillian worried that Bart Simpson wo;:
be a negative influence on Pia’s behavior, but Roberta felF that t ey
could watch the show together and change the reward if indeed Pia
started to copy Bart’s negative behaviors. Bot‘h parents wanted to s&y
away from material rewards, and I agreed vylth them con:q?letely. e
also determined that Pia would earn 10 minutes of additional com(i
puter time for meeting the target behavior eaf:h day, s0 tha? she ha '
both immediate and cumulative rewards. As is typlcal in this type o
work, developing the behavioral plan also required the fam11)::l io
improve their communication skills, as they were more accustome . (o)
arguing and avoiding diffic;lllt topics than to listening to one another
i roblems together. .
anili;)\l:xi{gllg\ 11: isn’t alwayg the case, in this instance the be.havmral pl;n
worked like a charm. All the family mem!ogrs were skeptical al?o]at the
other’s ability to change: Pia thought Gillian would be unwilling tg
follow through with rewards; Gillian thought Roberta would re‘vl\;arh
Pia whether or not she did the work, and Roberta thought tha}t c;t
Gillian and Pia would be unable to change. When we look at circular
causality, however, we see that as each member made small changes,
the entire pattern could change in a larger way..R’oberta b9ught 1;1;0
the behavioral plan and began attending to Pia’s cqn:uphan.crﬁ_. e
also appreciated Gillian’s willingness to employ positive rei or}fe—
ment. Gillian felt Roberta’s investment and was relieved to haveI | er
help. Pia experienced less tension betwee{l her parents, as Ke als;
more power and competence through earning rewards than throug
ing Gillian. .
upzestttl;leg continued monitoring the family progress in thera]?y, we
moved on to address the subtler problem. of the n:\crga.sed distance
between Pia and Gillian. While Pia’s behawqr was slgmﬁc.:antly petteé
and all family members were happy with. their progress, Pia cqntfnuet
to refuse to do activities with Gillian, which was very dls‘appomtmﬁ 0
Gillian. Because they had always enjoyed 'd(?mg craft projects tc;get er,
we decided to spend a session making individual and group collages in
order to understand how their positive timc? together cou!d work betttlelr.
As we were all thumbing through magazines and maklng small talk,
Pia went right to work. She found a picture of an attractive brunette



in profile, attached it to a poster board, and then cut out the letters
“n-0-n-0-n-0-n-0” to come out of the woman’s mouth. Gillian watched
intently and asked the obvious question, “Is that me?” Pia coyly said,
“Yes!” Twas worried that Gillian would become defensive, and Roberta
looked tense and unhappy. To our surprise, Gillian was able to ask
Pia about her perception of all the restrictions that were placed on her,
and she reassured Pia that she also didn’t want to be the “all no”
mother. As Roberta saw that there wasn’t going to be a conflict between
Pia and Gillian, she relaxed and noted that if she said no more
frequently, Gillian could be more flexible. Pia explained that she never
wanted to hear no from either parent, and although this comment
rubbed Gillian the wrong way, with a little help from me, both parents
were able to respect Pia’s comment without feeling that it undermined
their authority.

Behavioral theory can help us understand what happened between
Pia and her parents, and a systemic application of behavioral theory
gives an even more complete picture. When both parents reinforced
the target behavior and ignored her negative attitude (operant con-
ditioning), Pia’s nondesired behavior was fairly quickly extinguished
and replaced. This happened in a circular fashion: Pia’s compliance
reinforced her parents for being warmly structuring, rather than her
resistance reinforcing Roberta’s avoidance and Gillian’s nagging. In
addition, a change in classical conditioning occurred. The positive
behaviors created a calmer, more relaxed atmosphere that replaced
the anxious, resentful tone in the house. Again in a circular fashion, as
Gillian was less critical and vigilant, Roberta was more engaged and
involved. As this shift occurred in the parents, Pia was less pulled to
Roberta and less avoidant of Gillian. All family members began to look
forward to their time together, rather than avoiding and dreading their
time at home.

Similar to the way that an understanding of circular causality helped
each family member change the cycle, the systemic emphasis on multi-
ple causality was very helpful in this case. As is typical in most family
cases, each family member initially saw the others as the problem.
Gillian actively blamed Roberta’s easygoing attitude, Pia blamed -
Gillian’s negativity, and Roberta wanted to deny that there was a
problem. Starting with multiple definitions of the problem allowed
the family to move away from the kind of finger-pointing that was
s0 painful for all of them.

While I've chosen to focus on Patterson’s behavioral family therapy
(Patterson, 1993) as a good example of the systemic view of circular

causality, numerous other examples exist. John Gottman’g founda-
tional research on couple interactions, based on a behavioral per-
spective, highlights the way that behavioral sequences can be.comg
ingrained (Gottman & Gottman, 2008). In several well-replicate
studies, Gottman documents the importance of t%le b;?lanFe bgtween
positive and negative interactional cyc1e§. Again }.ug}}hghtmg the
complementary nature of operant and classical conditioning, thtman
notes that positive and negative affective cycles tend tobe s:elf—remforci
ing. In addition, Gottman stresses the power of' negative interactiona
cycles. Overall, it takes five positive interactions to counteract the
effect of one negative interaction. Gottman’s more recent worl.< .helps
us understand why couples can become so stuck in elther positive or
negative cycles. He notes that in happy couples, a negative interaction
frequently does not start a negative cycle. He .calls thls.phenomen(;g
the ability to up-regulate positive.affect during conﬂn}t. V;Ie C(.);l
easily apply this concept to our family case: Whgn the ratio of posi 1v§
interactions has significantly increased, we Wlll assume that eac
family member will be conditioned to appreciate ar}d enjoy ?he pre-
sence of the other. In the context of these positive feehngs, G_llhan may
still experience an initial feeling of gmoyange.when Pia .rrusbehayes,
but the positive feelings will override her initial negative reactlfon.
This override stops the negative cycle that would have occurred a few
ks before.
Weliccording to the core concept, early applications of. systems .theolry
to psychology emphasized the prevalence of both multiple and 1cmLufar
causality. This model counteracts the very human tendency to 0(1)' or
single, linear explanations for behavior. The movement beyond {neiilr
causality can correct mistakes that occur from a narrow foqus on single
causes and offer a greater breadth of intervention strategies. 1
Further, in my experience, the emphasis on multiple and Flrcular
causality is a huge component of successful therapy because it repla-
ces blame with responsibility. This shift.from shame and 'defeniive-
ness to genuine regret and accountability is equally helpful.m wor ng
with individuals, couples, or families. Most of us ha{'b?r primitivean
profound wishes to be completely blameless in our life’s probl.ems and
simultaneously fear that we are totally at fault for our own misery. To
be able to step back and acknowledge that there are numertc:us
contributors to our problems takes the idea of context a step further.
As my husband has pointed out to me in the rr.uc!st of an argumer;‘t,
“You teach systems theory, so you know that_ it is un111'<e1y' that the
problem is all my fault.”” By recognizing multiple contributions to a



problem, we can move away from a

/ posture of blame to creat
:gggfglzﬁre of unders;tandmg and problem solving. In addit’.ia:;lne gn

€ concept of circular causality, we see that fr ’

. : , equent]

gitlt;rgbclze:\ted in i{ neg;tlve cycle keeps a problem lockgd in lzﬁatcltee
0 say, “You have developed a pattern in which bring
out the worst in each other” is not only less blaming; it a)lz)c;1 of?gg

a focus on problem behavior
see in the next chapter, rather than problem people. As we will

around communication.

many of those problem behaviors revolve

CHAPTER 4

Communication

TEACH A seminar to doctoral students in which we work with
couples and families, and a few years ago we decided, as a joke, that
we would never accept a couple’s case that didn’t list communica-

tion difficulties as one of their presenting problems. The joke got old
very quickly, because every single couple that came through our clinic
described communication issues as one of their major difficulties. As
therapists, we know that communication problems are rampant when
there is distress in a relationship, but when we say that a couple or
family has communication problems, do we know what that means?
We may have a general sense that when someone has communica-
tion problems, the individual is having a hard time feeling heard or
understood. She may yell and fight rather than resolving problems, or
he may avoid discussing difficult or emotional issues. Yet stating that
there is a communication problem doesn’t give us specific information
about the difficulty and it certainly doesn’t tell us how to intervene.
From my experience, communication theory is one of the areas in
which systems theory is so incredibly helpful. The ability to analyze
communication problems on multiple levels and then to replace de-
structive communication with more constructive communication is
one of the hallmarks of systems theory. In spite of what you may
hear in the popular media, the task of reworking communication is
often more difficult and more complex than it initially appears.

OBSERVING COMMUNICATION

One of the major contributors to a systemic view of communication
is Paul Watzlawick (Watzlawick, Weakland, & Fisch, 1974). As men-
tioned earlier, his Pragmatics of Human Communication, published in 1967,
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summarized some of the work that
Bateson and the Palo Alto group in the early 1960s (Watzlawick,
Bavelas, & Jackson, 1967). Watzlawick, who died in 2007, was a
psychologist who studied families with psychotic members and was
especially interested in the analysis of human relationships. In looking
at human communication, Watzlawick noted “the impossibility of
not communicating’ (Watzlawick, Bavelas, & Jackson, 1967, p- 48).
Watzlawick notes the omnipresent and ubiquitous nature of human_.
communication in this statement, in that all of our actions or inactions
convey some type of meaning, which will be interpreted by those
around us. Systems theory takes a step back to observe the cycles of
communication that constitute the message sent and the message
received, and this type of observation is known as metacommunication,
Metacommunication examines the actual act of communication, and is
a common thread in the practice of psychotherapy. As the therapist
examines the metacommunication, or communicates about the com-
munication, it is also helpful to distinguish between process and
content. Process and content are different, and a metacommunication
perspective helps to elucidate the ways that process and content can
work together to create constructive communication.

Watzlawick illustrates the fact that human communication involves
a message being sent and a message being received. Numerous factors
influence both the sent and received messages. One way of examining
these messages is to look at the difference between the report function of
a communication and the command function of a communication. As
Watzlawick used these terms, he noted how our decoding of messages
is always influenced by context. The report function is the literal, face-
value meaning of a communication. It is the surface level of meaning,
and in verbal communication, it involves semantics. In contrast, the
command function involves the latent content of communication. The
command function is based on the relationship between the parties
involved in the communication, and it includes the nonverbal cues that
help the receiver encode the full meaning of the sender’s message. The
report function is generally thought of as the explicit message being
expressed, and the command function describes the implicit message,
especially the implicit message about the relationship between the
sender and receiver.

Looking at both functions of communication shows us that we
constantly, and usually unconsciously, weave together the report
and the command to translate messages around us. If my 15-year-
old son says to me, “Mom, you are a great driver,” I could take this

Watzlawick did with Gregory

message literally and accept the words. on their face value. Knovyu:g
more about the context of the relationsh1p., howgver, I'would tune lélho
the fact that my son has his driver’s permit, h.e likes to show off, and he
loves sarcasm. In this case, the report function of the commuruca@on
indicated that he is givingmea complimen.t, but the _commsflnd ﬁ{nctlon
of the communication suggests that he is either teasing or insulting me
(which may be the same thing with 15-year-old sons). .

When I think of the difference between the report-and comman
functions of communication, I can never forget a personal example tha;
provided a vivid illustration of the difference between the two lerels.
was standing outside a Paris nightclub Wlth a (fon"ne‘r) partnelr.. t wis
a beautiful evening, and we were wa.itmg. to go inside and listen to
some jazz. The dialogue went something like this:

My pARTNER: “You 'should buy that Miles Davis album I told you
about.” )

My respoNsE: (incredulous) “’I can’t believe you would say that to me!
(I turn away, angry tears in my eyes.) . .

His rResponsk: (rolling his eyes) ““You're going to get mad at me for this?
That’s ridiculous!”

You can see that so far the conversation doesn’t really make sense.
Without more contextual information, we can pnly guess at my nega-
tive reaction. Did he forget that I don't like Mlles DaYIS? Dol behevs
that he is insensitive to my financiz}}c 7issues? Did I tell him that I wante

i this album as a gift? o
hmVl\l;fhbrlrllzrglgackground, you frould know that we had just ﬁn35hgd
a conversation processing the way that I felt 1nv1sﬂ?le and mfel;ltor 12
our relationship because my partner was alvyays being the expert ari
telling me what to do. I thought that I }.'nad smcgrely and con;r;ncmgzlr
shown him examples of how I experienced him as controlling ?}?t
condescending. The fact that my partner repgated the c!ynamlc ni{
we had just discussed illustrated an unchar}glng dynar'mc tomea d
suggested that the command function of hls.commurucatl.on w;s
continually put me in my place. At the same time, he g)fpen%ce m)f
communication as irrational, unfair, and overly sensitive. The ﬁ?m
mand function of my communication was th_at he needed to w? t(})ln
eggshells and didn’t have room to make m}stakgs. Returning to S
issue of circular causality, you can see that w1t}.1 tlus.type of commx:im
cation, we were likely to reinforce both negative views anddnetglfn tvci
experiences of each other. The report function ensure a




experienced his comments as dominating and judgmental and that he
experienced my reaction as irrational and petty.

MESSAGE SENT AND MESSAGE RECEIVED
This example also illustrates another set of communication constructs,

the difference between

intent and impact. In my experience, because

we often confuse the two ideas, we often end up arguing about whether _

someone has a right to

an emotional reaction. Even if my partner did

not intend to insult me, the impact that I felt at his reaction wasreal, and

there was no benefit in

me. Understanding communication more fully allows us to separate
intent and impact, which can clarify misunderstandings.

You can see that if we

had not been so rigidly mired in the command

function of the communication, we might have been able to repair our

misunderstanding, and

part of that reparation might have involved

separating intent from impact. If I could have used better communica-
tion, I could have let him know that the way he phrased the statement

felt condescending and that I wished he would have actively shown me

that he perceived me as an equal. He could have responded with
curiosity or empathy. The dialogue could have been repaired:

My ReAcTION: Y eah, I know that F'm overreacting, but when you make

that kind of statement

I feel like you are acting like my boss again. It

feels awful, especially after the talk we just had.”
His ResPONSE; “Wow, that’s not what I meant, but I can see how you

would feel that way.

I was thinking of how much you would like

some of the songs, but I can see how you felt that once again I was
telling you what to do.”

My RrESPONSE: “Sometimes it would be nice if you asked me about the
music I have been listening to, instead of just telling me what I should

listen to.”
His reacrion: “Yeah, I'll

try to do that more. It helps when you tell me

this instead of just getting mad.”

Of course, this dialogue happened only in my fantasy. Our actual
dynamic felt so stuck to me that I ended the relationship a couple of
days after this dialogue. I'm still not convinced that he didn’t intend to
take the upper hand with this type of exchange, but regardless of his

ribution to the problem, I know that at the time I didn’t have the

Y to change my pie

ce of the cycle. Ironically, I went home and

purchased the Miles Davis album, which went on to become one of my
all-time favorites.

FUNCTIONS OF COMMUNICATION

Yet another way of looking at communication diffi.cultie‘s is to examine
the goals of communication. Within human relahonshll?s, communi-
cation can be used. to solve problems or to create e;r}otlonal col;llnec—
tions. While both purposes of communication are ﬁe@tlmiteéfroﬁoimi
' iffer in how they value each function.
an occur when partners dlffex_' in tior
(C)ften find some of the descriptions of gender—bas:ed commutnhliatic})lrex
overly simplistic, but like most stereotypes, there is some g};f 1 f
idea that in our culture, males and females communicate differe y-
According to gender stereotypes, men tﬁncally uge‘:s;?:rll ic;;n‘r’r::tr:;i
i ems, an
cation to establish status or to solve pro e :
icati i Tannen, 2001). Regardless o
mmunication to create social bonds ( 1). Re,
S«c/)hether the gender explanation makes sense to you, I imagine th:]x:;clyou
can find numerous examples of the difference pet\yeen problem-
solving communication and connecting communication. Of coufzs::{
these types of communication are not mutual}y exclusive, as o :
good problem solving creates bonds, and]emotllonal 15?}1\?6351?;?:‘:%3
ing. Yet in my clinical work, this
mote better problem solving. Ye h inction
that couples and families ar
helps me understand the way A ; e Often
i ther, talking with two differ

completely out of sync with one another, wi f
agenliias V\):ithout even realizing that they are unwittingly working at
Cross purposes.

CORRECTING MISUNDERSTANDINGS

There is a substantial body of literature on the bgnefits of Fean:l:ling~
communication skills to couples to prevent the kinds of rmgsz;n Tehr
standings 1 described (Markman, Stanley, & Blumberg,kl9 ﬁs:t ne(:-
cornerstone of this approach involves teaching the speaker-liste e
technique, which aims to maximize the chance that the message sent by
the speakér will be the same as the messagle recelve;l by th;ega;ftr;ré
i ini helping each mem
Skills training for the speaker focus on hel gach member of the
ke responsibility for what is said to the p , S
;:g:sp;lat;:: aie clep;lr shortt,yand understandable. Sxmﬂarl;;, thf hstt(air;err
ide hi ily in order to under-
is taught to put aside his own agenda te,mporan
lssta::ggand tﬁen paraphrase, the speaker’s message. Thg spealker ar;:}
listen;ar make the commitment to adhere to their respective roles un



the speaker feels that the message was understood, and then the roles
are reversed. One goal of developing these communication skills and
strategies is to limit destructive conflict and replace conflict with
problem resolution.

Studies generally show that this type of skills training is most
effective at preventing problems (Markman, 1993), and couples often
complain that it feels artificial or contrived to use these techniques.
Yet I often find it interesting to witness just how difficult it is for-
individuals to accurately state their positions and then correctly com-
prehend a partner’s message. Thinking about communication from a
systems perspective, it makes sense that there are a number of ways
that communication can go awry, and it seems inevitable that a
therapist will need a variety of tools to help couples communicate
effectively. It is incredibly useful to know how to slow down the com-
munication sufficiently to clarify each person’s basic intent. When the
goal of communication is to resolve conflict, it is essential that each side
of a conflict is correctly identified and understood. When the goal of
communication is emotional connection as well as problem solving, the
opportunities for miscommunication increase even further.

Consider an unresolved argument that my clients Jim and Amy
brought to their therapy session. Jim called Amy at work one after-
noon and said, “Hey, what are you thinking for dinner tonight? I was
thinking that bruschetta sounded good.” Amy answered, ““I haven't
thought that far ahead; now that you ask, steak sounds good.” He
answered, “Well, you know that tomatoes are in season, and I can’t

stop thinking about bruschetta.”” Without much enthusiasm, she said,
“Oh that sounds okay.” He replied, “I may get off a little early, so I
will see you at home.” Jim and Amy have a nice garden and he’s a
great cook, so he decided to make the world’s best bruschetta. He
stopped by their favorite bakery for special bread to grill, and he used
their best olive oil. The tomatoes were perfectly ripe, and Jim believed
that he was making the dinner of Amy’s dreams. When Amy arrived
home from work, Jim said, “I have a surprise for you. How about
some bruschetta?”” Amy answered dejectedly, “I thought I told you I
wanted steak!”” Then the fight began in earnest, because they were
both hurt and upset. He said to her, “I came home early just to make
you bruschetta! I put all this work into making a nice meal for you. I
wanted to make you happy. You don’t have the capacity to appreciate
me.” To which she replied, “I didn’t ask you to do this for me! I didn’t
ask for any of this. You asked me what I wanted, and I said steak. You
don’t care what I want. This is another example of your selfishness!”’

MISSING THE BOAT

This clinical example illustrates the potential for miscommumca;lotn (;ln
anumber of different levels. When Jim called Amy and askgd what she
wanted for dinner, the report function of the commumcatlonknwas
literally to learn what she was in the mood to eat. Bl;lt lv:e Cocl)rv:
from the suggestion about the bruschetta, and from Jim’s later com
ment about leaving work early, that Vt'hei_coimma};}gli furnctxvor} of t e
communication was to say, “I have something planr}ed fsr dmnter, al} d
I hope that you enjoy it.”” Further, he seems to be saying, “1 wafn yto)m.iln
feel loved when you eat my food, and I want you to lqve m;e hor e mg-
such a good cook.” In response, the command furEctxon of her cod :
munication seems to say, “1 won’t give you a lot of 1nformat‘1io:1, kan !
want you to care enough about me to hsteq very carefully an 1 a «le mf
seriously.” Already. we see that the conflict between these leve : o
communication is sending a mixed message to Amy. Ip turn, n;ly
doesn’t address the mixed message directll'y, but 1nstfead first frue:tion ] rsl
only to the report function (“I want stf.aak ). When ]mzl gges erb
mentioning the bruschetta, Amy provides .her own mixe mefs:ﬁg; Izr
agreeing to his request, without enthusiasm. The repqrt “IF on,
“Bruschetta is fine,” contrasts with the con:mand. functlop, yottg
love me you will respect my desire for steak.” In this case, {lu?u accggn
the report function and misses the context of the commafn thnc fion.
At this point, Jim and Amy each blame the other for the e
communication (You asked me what I wanted! You said brliISC g Ie;
was okay!), and yet the underlying message h.as yet to be exgli(:e t}.mt
we look at Jim’s intent, he was hoping to treat his wife to sc;me i lg nat
sounded wonderful to him. He intended to make I}er' fee .spectllallr , a d
he was hoping to receive admirati.on and apprec1at10§ in ret dn.She
turn, Amy responded to Jim’s question by saying what she ;van ed. one
intended to have her wishes heard and vahc'lated. In bot cases},1 "
intent did not match the impact. Jim’s efforts in making the _brusc g 2
didn’t make Amy feel special but instead‘ made her fee} dfsrﬁglar I.e
and ignored. Amy’s insistence on her desire fo?' steak didn’t he Pt1gl
understand or respect her but instead made him feel unappre’clati en.
Finally, in contrast to our predictions of gender-based cqmr?umca o 4
Jim called Amy (and made the bruschetta) out of a desire 211" conr}e};:
tion. He didn’t call to solve the problem of what to rpake fo.r inner; he
called because he wanted to share his plan for creating a nice evefupg.
Amy didn’t feel the connection and instead saw the }?roblertrlh S0 vxlr:g
gone awry. If he called to ask what she wanted for dinner, then why




didn’t he show her the courtesy of sticking with the conversation and
coming up with a mutually satisfying entrée?

DESTRUCTIVE COMMUNICATION

When we look back at early applications of communication princi-
ples, we see that Watzlawick and Bateson worked from the hypo-
thesis that problematic communication causes both symptomatology

and distress (Watzlawick, Bavelas, & Jackson, 1967). They studied

interactions of families with a member suffering from schizophre-
nia in depth, examining both verbal and nonverbal exchanges. They
identified a type of communication that was seen to be common in
these families and thought to be so distressing that it caused psychotic
symptoms. They called this communication a double bind. While
double binds have since been described in slightly different ways by
other systems theorists, Bateson described a double bind as having
three key components: First, the communication must occur in an
emotionally important, connected relationship. Second, there must be
a conflict between the meaning of the report function of the commu-
nication and the meaning of the command function of the communi-
cation. Third, the rules of the system must be specific that the mixed
message can’t be addressed directly. This type of communication sets
up the proverbial “stuck between a rock and a hard place” kind of
feeling, since the discrepancy between the levels of communication is
felt but must be denied, as the relationship is too important to just
leave. It is worth noting that the act of therapy is designed to surface
and address mixed messages. The act of exposing the conflict doesn’t
resolve the conflict, but an open acknowledgment of the conflict in
itself defuses the double bind. ‘

Bateson and Watzlawick noted that double-bind communication
often preceded an increase in psychotic behavior, and they speculated
that this type of communication caused schizophrenia (Bateson, 1972;
Nichols & Schwartz, 2001; Watzlawick, Bavelas, & Jackson, 1967;
Watzlawick, Weakland, & Fisch, 1974). Their logic seems strangely
nonsystemic in some ways, as it implies a single cause for the problem
(communication causes psychosis). Further, some of their examples
of double-bind communication seem almost as linear and mother-
blaming as the Freudian theories that they purported to replace
(Nichols, 2010). For example, they describe a mother and father visiting
their son in a mental hospital on Mother's Day. The son had been less
Symptomatic and had been able to geta pass to the infirmary to buy his

ard. She opened the card, and the message inside said, *’Y qu
}1(53 ;re:r‘\: like a mot};\er to me.” The mother was visibly upset Ey this
message because, of course, she was his mother and was not “like a
mother”” to him. She began to cry, but wher} the son a.sked what was
wrong, she said, Nothing, I'm glad you think I am.hk? a mother to
you.” The son knew that his mother was upset but didn’t undez:?tand
why. When he pressed further, she became angry apd statedf I, a}r!n
here to visit you, not to-talk- aboutwm}.rself,r : effectwely—.— endllng the
opportunity to process the communication further. At th{s point, the
son became quite agitated and described his ‘fe.ar that poisonous gas
was being piped in through the vents. Tl‘le visit ended with the sc}aln
appearing actively psychotic. The implication was ?I!at after the
mother’s rejection of the son’s card and the family’s inability to process
this rejection, the son’s psychotic symptoms rflctually made sense. ,
In this age of biologically based psychiatry, it seems almos? quamtho
think that communication could actually cause sghmophrema, b.ut the
example does highlight the way that communication can cause dmt‘relfs
and the way that constructive communication f:oyld have potentially
relieved distress. The act of attending therapy is mherept!){ gearegl t(;
addressing double binds by directly challenging the prohibition afgalrills
confronting the mixed message. If the case would have been a ami };
therapy case rather than a research case, we can guess that tl}e theraplf
would have helped the mother express her d1§app01nhnent in the sgnhi
card in a way that was less hostile and reactive. Of course, we mig
also examine the intent of the communication of the son in .choosmg
the card—was he trying to express his ambl\falence; toward his mothecll'
with the message in the card? A key theme in the importance of goo
communication is that expressing ambivalence directly, rather than
acting it out, has more positive, manageable res:ults. .

Current research on family therapy for schmophreplc symptoms
suggests that Watlawick and Bateson were on to sorpethmg lmporianti,:
although slightly different from what they described. The worIb o
Carol Anderson (1986) and that of Ian Falogn (Falopn, Leff, Lo.p.ez- ot;:
May, & Okaska, 2005) have examined the mt.eractlons. of famlhes. wi "
members who have been diagnosed with schlzoPhrema. “.\S mentione !
earlier, their research validates the hypothesis .that high levels o
expressed emotion are likely to increase psychotic symptomatology.
Their research programs have demonstrat.ed the efﬁcacy of. teachling
family members to reduce escalating emotional communication when
psychotic members are agitated or distressed. If we go back to the issue
of double-bind communication, we see that mixed messages create



agitation, and the inability to address the mixed message directly
escalates the negative emotion. The painful, stuck, mutually under-
mining cycle established through the double bind is not unlike the
aversive behavioral sequence described by Patterson (1971) and other
behavioral systems theorists, as discussed in the last chapter. However,
by looking at levels of communication that occur within the interaction,

we have another way of understanding how these cycles are created
and maintained.

ENHANCING AUTHENTICITY

There is a long tradition within the practice of family therapy of trying
to restore family relationships by changing communication patterns.
Although their styles of practicing therapy appear very different, both

Carl Whitaker (1977) and Virginia

Satir (1972) were influential family

therapy pioneers who emphasized the healing power of emotional

expression.

As we are all influenced by our historical context, both

Whitaker and Satir were heavily influenced by the humanistic-
existential zeitgeist of the 1960s. When I show videos of Whitaker
and Satir to my students now, they are outraged by the lack of
boundaries, and they raise issues about the ethics of saying blatantly
outrageous things to clients, or of hugging clients. These concerns are
clearly valid, and there is no question that an unexamined and impul-
sive use of emotion simply for the sake of catharsis can have negative
consequences. When we look at the principles behind the experiential
work of Satir and Whitaker, however, we see they were able to identify
and rework inconsistent and conflictual communication in a way that
was authentic and compelling. Further, the foundations of this expe-
riential approach have been expanded in Greenberg and Johnson’s
emotionally focused therapy, a well-researched approach that we’ll
discuss later in the chapter (Greenberg, 2002; Johnson, 2002).

Like Murray Bowen and Salvador Minuchin, Carl Whitaker was
trained as a psychiatrist during the late 1940s and worked with patients
with chronic mental illness (Nichols & Schwartz, 2001). All of these
family therapy pioneers expressed dissatisfaction with the psycho-
dynamic orthodoxy of that time, and Whitaker was especially con-
temptuous of the traditional application of Freudian theory. In fact,
Whitaker rejected the idea that theory was useful in the practice of
therapy (1976), instead seeing the use of theory as a way to become
distant from experience. In an almost pure expression of communica-

tion theory,

Whitaker believed that being genuine and honest in the

moment was the ultimate healing force, and hfe strove to jolt his cl;lergs
out of their complacency and emotional dishonesty. Al;!:;)x‘;gl. V:
would reject a Freudian explanation of thes.e forces, }.uef 1lin e 1end
that human beings are socialized to deny .thelr authent_lclz.l e}f gslaes
that this socialization results in people being at war wit 1 themselv of
This unexpressed internal conflict could cause a whf) 1 va;mi::ythat
individual symptoms and interpersonal p{obl.er.ns. Whita e]; fe that
family beliefs and expectations constrained individuals frolx:'x ngmg frue
to themselves and that problems were compoundefl w eliz%alr)n lles
didn’t know how to express or resolve conflict (Wh}taker, s h o
Whitaker, human relationships were inherently passionate an Lt ereci
fore naturally full of conflict, competitior}, and hatred, as well as 10}; an d
excitement. It is in denying and turning away from thesef ;:;;11'1:3
feelings that we create problems for ourselves and for our ’
i Whitaker.
aci);?ltﬁetr(;pist, Whitaker was described as bra§h, b'lunt,f E‘l/r\;d outriar;
geous. He ran the psychotherapy clinic at the University o tl‘1lscon.sst
for 30 years. Not coincidentally, he typically vs{orked V\_uth a cg) W‘;ﬁgli e;
most notably the talented clinician Gus Napier. Napier alfl] Nhi aler
(1978) had a kind of good cop-bad cop approat_:h, where ap1e3 c uld
be the more conventional therapist and ltlelp clients process ar;ﬁn Wi Tk
through some of Whitaker’s unconventional and often upse bgl t
marks. Whitaker professed an affinity for the absqrd apd x;vhas a e1 tc;
use his offbeat style to highlight the irony of tl:ae alienation that rc:suan
from family disharmony. For examII_DIIe, V(\:llhletsal;frf gllgt}(;t lfizwothat
early in an interview, “How do ' . .
;gzieili?gs a cr§i’pp1e?" when he explored the fathe_:r s fight wi’gx I;;)hg
and the son’s difficulty with his father. 'I.'hen Whitaker wox;l s r:e !
back and, with the help of the cotherapist, Watch where tth e fpmgl
landed. The hope with this type of intervention was that 3 ami Z
could have a more honest conversation about the unexpres;ethan%eo:
rejection, and resentment that were being surfaced through the a
symptoms.
les\cl?gt’i;iayg;gir's (1972) style was very f:lifferent, yet she also tv}\lrorige;dt
from the premise that unexpressed feelings :':md issues wgre le( root
of human suffering. Satir was trained as a soqlal worker an 1w011:l e k
Palo Alto with Bateson, Haley, and Watzlawick. Satir was also Zavxhz
influenced by the human potential movement of th.e 1960s, acxlz t; e
embraced humanistic theories that focuse% lor; ::‘l:;%l:iart;c;xzi aVI\}hi ?aker
ive ideas. In many ways, it is possible e Sa
g;‘(;gvrg Ssi::lves of the same cgin, with Whitaker highlighting the problems



AP IIEFEIFELVE P P IS A MEELVIL & AV ERIUISII Ol e

with repressed negative affect and Sati i :
of warm, loving communication (Szttlirrcellgggngg the thheahn.g POWer  experiences a sense of well-being, feeling both calmed and soothed by
practically oozed empathy, and some of her .te }Sma erapist, Satir  ¢his positive attention. In turn, the infant’s response to the caregiver can
almost parody our notions of using affect in th coniques seemed to  create a reciprocal positive experience. As the baby is calmed and
therapy video, she holds the hand of a mute dierapy, In one family  soothed, the caregiver experiences a sense of efficacy and competence
and intones, “Your hand is soft and warm. I like Ifef:jgage'd adolescent providing love and care to the infant. When this circular interaction
feels very nice to me.” While this fo cus on iiuman a(; fegtli% it. Y.O‘lﬁ hand goes well, both parties create a positive, safe, and responsive environ-
contrived, for Satir the émphasis on th nmightseem  ment for the other.
sion, validation, and*applg'ciatiéﬁr“i’s 'éel%%gngejﬁgd need,wf.g.r,cOmpas,k Of course,-any interaction is going to-include problems, and part of -
case of the adolescent girl, the direct ph st a ;Nays bgneﬁcxal, In the  what attachment theory helps us understand is the mechanism for
the daughter to become more sympto pﬁys.lca affecqon ﬁrst' caused  reconnecting when there has been a rupture in the attachment. Even
allowed Satir to invite the parmyzpto?:cc;:; tr?if) © ool Whl.Ch the_n when the infant is very young, there will be times when the connec-
daughter’s care. re involved in their  tion feels too close or too intense, and the baby will need to turn away
from the comfort of the caregiver. Similarly, the caregiver sometimes
disappoints the baby by being less responsive or available than the
COMMUNICATION BUILDS ATTACHMENT baby needs. The ability to tolerate the frustration inherent in these

While Whitaker and Satir both f i moments of broke ction is at the root of developing a trul
ocused on dir . ) oments of broken connection is at the root of developing a y
ect, affect-rich communi- secure attachment. However, it is just these small breaks in connec-

cation, more recent applicati iont

a stronger theoreﬁcafﬁ;ﬁi?;ﬁ&;ﬁfﬁggi:f VP; I'aoasChvtt,Shgmllzhasize tion that can sometimes cause more extreme reactions and lead to
Satir focused on feeling more than on ideas, to thg " 1taf €1 afnd insecure attachments. For example, when a parent overreacts to a
theories as tools for creating distance and en 1€ POt of seeing  aphy’s need for a break or for space, the parent may actually feel a
Again, these criticisms may apply to certain :;1 Il)if’.‘);tliI(: :Ieslle;:tuahzauon, sense of rejection from the baby. In this case, the parent’s hurt or
ical theory, but there is nothing in systems th eI;r that So p ?1}1, cholog- anger is experienced by the baby as disapproval, which then causes
communication is affective rather than logical y ays that good  jnternal discomfort for the child. This sense of being out of sync with
current application of systems theory is seengilzf ?h ::vgflfu 1;es Instead, a one another can escalate as each party becomes more desperate to
(2004, 2002), who uses attachment theory as the basis ?o ;e Johnson engage the other, or the relationship may become disengaged as they
ential approach. Rather than rejecting theory as Iimitir €r experl- retreat from each other. These negative interactions create anxiety and

draws on both theory and research to hel i d ng, Johnson  alienation rather than fostering coherence and affect regulation.
,°f human communication and to correct tlfgleu ;;znfi;itapt? tlile'nchness Interestingly, a number of current psychodynamic treatment
In pursuing affect in naive, exaggerated ways pittalls involved approaches also utilize this attachment paradigm. Current research
According to Johnson, attachment is a prima;'y human need ) on the neurobiology of attachment builds on a rich psychodynamic
as the need for food and water. Human bein are h eg ,as basic tradition of examining psychic development through dyadic interac-
attachment, as being in caring and involved attacghilent re?rtiwul?i:l fc?r tion (Beebe & Lachmanr, 2002). Employing this attachment research,
necessary for our survival. The primary means of devel ationships is Daniel Siegel has described the intricate communication patterns
taining, and repairing our attachment relationshi OPINg, mamn-  jnyglyved in negotiating connections between parents and children
experience of affect and can be seen in the wa; ti'll)ast(;?frgce: fhxough our (Siegel & Hartzell, 2003). Siegel highlights not only the formative
cated. An enormous body of research elucidates the devlsl communi- nature of early attachment relationships but also delineates the ways
attachment relationships between infants and thej elopment of that parents can repair negative interactions by fostering accurate
well documented that the bond between -r:?lr caretakers. It is now emotional communication. Similarly, contemporary psychoanalytic
develpps through interactions that take pa]l:cle baer;;,::g t};?r caretaker theories of psychotherapy focus on the healing power of affective
caregiver feeds, changes, holds, and gazes at the i em. AS the attunement. Intersubjective theories, as described by Buirski and
' gazes at the infant, the infant Haglund (2001), focus on the profound human need to be heard



and understood. In all of these

approaches, there is an emphasis on

emotionally meaningful interactions that help us know ourselves

and the other. The hallmark of

affective attunement, in all of these

approaches, is the feeling of clear, emotionally consistent communi-
cation. Although it isn’t easy to define this type of communication, it
does seem to be one of those Phenomena that we know when we see
it. When my students did a rock-opera parody of the therapy process,
the refrain of the therapy client to the therapist was straight from—
Buirski’s intersubjective paradigm “You really get me.” When com-
munication works well, we do indeed feel that others really get us.

In applying the attachment
Johnson (2004, 2002) highlights
lifelong rather than developmen
Secure, supportive relationships
health, Johnson has studied the

paradigm to couples therapy, Sue
the fact that attachment needs are
tal. Noting that feeling grounded in
is the cornerstone of adult mental
ways that the therapy process can

repair ruptured attachments. As mentioned previously, Johnson moves
beyond the singular focus on emotional expression that was common

to Satir and Whitaker to analyz

e the function of human emotional

communication. Similar to points made by Watzlawick and other sys-
tems theorists, Johnson notes that our communication often obscures
rather than clarifies our message. Particularly when we react from a
position of insecure attachment, our ability to express what we feel is

limited or compromised. While

we may be engaged in expressing

ourselves, what is often expressed is the defensive surface layer of an

experience. By getting underneat

h the defensive secondary emotions

to explore the primary affect in a situation, Johnson makes room for
that deeper feeling of being more thoroughly understood.

Although the idea of looking

at what is underneath a defensive

reaction has been common in many psychological theories, Johnson

shows us both the complexity

and the efficacy of exposing and

reworking emotional miscommunication. Often, a heated argument
can give us an entry point to understanding where people begin to

misunderstand each other.
Let’s go back to the case of Jim

and Amy and their argument about

planning dinner. If I were to begin a discussion of the argument by
asking how they feel, they both would say they feel angry. They are
clearly frustrated with each other, and each feels their point is com-
pletely valid. At this point, a focus on getting the negative feelings out
would be likely to reinforce their defensive, righteous positions. Jimcan
easily cite examples of times when Amy has been indifferent and

unappreciative; Amy feels very s

trongly that she needs to stand up

If to feel like a visible adult. Going a bit dfaeper, we could look
Z(t)rtfl:: fvfrzys (t)hey each feel hurt by the other. There is ‘clearly. a gaeit d;fel
of pain in the room, and both Jim and Amy are dlsapp01{1te 4 yond
rejection and invalidation they feel from each cher. By %{O:ir‘lg e}; ond
the surface anger and frustration to look at their hurt an . thls,aprlg nt
ment, there is an opportugity to app;osl.cté1 e;lch other with ca
ion rather than judgment and disdain. o |
CO—an:;?lsii;%r;\g— this "typexl)f' c%nstructivecommumcat{on is Oftell‘l 1}1;3}1{:
difficult than it appears, h%wevecxi', and rr:leansf:fpé)irrl;g tsi\e:il;l t:xt e
cepts that we have discussed so far. , o1
:I}:ztaegzrizrrllt nﬁust be one of collaboration ra.thexj than ?ompeﬁtllont.}’l[;};?
therapist needs to make room for both of their viewpoints to teszcond
see how to work together rather than how to win the argt;ln:;ln th i, isé
by employing a circular-and multiple-causality approac ’h e emgnt
can be curious about all of the factors that contributed to the argu a]i .
Like shifting the context of tl:ﬁ argumtipbt, in;gl?ﬁngaﬁzcrﬁla; ;all(l:lﬁ mtﬁ
tner see how they contribute , which
Ee;%gfli??;};rﬁagom the pattern o}f’ blame and defense that they initially
i cribing the argument.
usé(l)rrlncil;?g from%his bas?::lsystemic perspective, I can now sI}c:w dc;l\:;r;
the communication and understand more about whjat ea; Wl;?:aker
wanted to express to the other. Similar to what bo_th Satiran hi aker
would have done, we can examine the underlying messages 131 o
communication and try to use the affect to create more at; en e
connection. Seeing what Jim and Amy were each lookmgcg1 <:(r xss
the first step in helping them undersfand each other an tei ;r)l res
themselves more clearly. Looki;ltgta]t.the;lr paft(t;le:r'\: lﬁl;'c::;‘i :;11 leym;)n :ppr e}j
d perspective, we see that Jim has _
z?:;ile bypAmr}’r and has a history of missu.xg the mark vl\;llm:l tg;rl\sg ;:Ici
please her. As T help him explore thgse feelmas, wearea h(: 0 ocus On
his fear of disappointing her and his very poignant W;lS do nfr ke her
happy. We can see that if he could havg expresse&.:l this esnication
directly, she could have tuned in to the intent of his COlll:lIIIIIl: when.
The fact that he wants to feel special and to haYe hereyeslig :p hen
he presents a surprise is so human that it ultimately draws Amy
ssionate stance. . .
m()Ante tcl'?;nsI:ne time, when we explore Amy’s feeh‘ngs, she fifl ?l?li Itlo
express how painful it is to feel invisible to Jim. She is so gealr. o?t anet
really doesn’t care what she wants, and she is longing to eehunf rant
to him. When he sees how much it would have meant to her to pave
him slow down and listen to her request for steak, the tone o



2;;\;@3&;::; c;inge«fiil. althgugh the report-level conflict actually be-
ough the discussion (shall we h b
steak?), the emotionall 5 to omlon
g y focused work allowed
resolve the command-level conflj va5 able o see 0
ol t. The couple bl
legitimacy of both Jim’s wish < il and Amy's wich o o
. to feel special and Am ish |
Important and to listen to these needs in a dj T N oo feel.
' ; a different way. Not coinci-
dentally, from this empathic position, it is much easier 22) regol?emtlc':e

literal conflict: Whether they decide to have both steak and bruschetta

ngfgg t‘f(\)’iltlallf:eltmdixflfsérgtto 1(110 ‘something completely different, the
o . when it comes from . 1
Hencing that their attachment needs are being n?eglace of each expe- -

COMMUNICATION CREATES ATTUNEMENT

gg;eeiﬁgtlp;z :’\;;uiﬁd is frlomba couples therapy session, and yet I |
' e applicability to other forms of th
mentioned in the discussion of int jecti ches ek As
d in isct ersubjective approaches, these s ‘
;?ff::énﬁ;?ﬁl pmtlc:lples are equally relevant in creating' the kiniincl)?
ment promoting communication b i
and client. By using misco icati relational ruptcd St
mmunication and relational rupture
glstis tlo u.nderstand‘ unresolved attachment needs, the therI;pistscaaxf :
elucidate relational themes and create a deep sense of mutual |

;Iellte:yiew demonstrates the difference between a traditional object
atlons approach to clinical work and a more relational, i :
sugjectilve approach to a client. * nter

or the first part of the interview, th ist i
. e first par , the therapist is trying to hel
;:llllsel;i sgt:;rsl Smilsglét 1ptzi the platterns that have led to his pro%lemseaidﬂzs
. . uirsxi explores the client’s histo d descripti
relationships, he becomes inte fh the cliont's ok of
rela , rnally frustrated with the cli
insight and inability to build off the i Cions. From sy
; therapist's suggesti
therapist’s description of his 1 o Know that e e
apisi : own experience, we kn i
feeling ineffective in worki ith th { The cliont moke, =
ng with the client. The cli
statement that disparages comin . ting that v
o g to therapy, lamenting that *
p:\)vzst_o4 9g)o ;lelfr:k;if;tor t‘(j) heip you get interesting?” (Bﬁirski 2(})'(())511
. 9). ponds, “I guess your feeling is then that ow're a
pretty nice guy but not an interesting one.” thigle the contaen};ocl)lf 1;(;12

response is neutral, Buirski is aware of his negative internal experience.
The client says, “It’s sad to say I think you're, uh, I, that’s, uh, I think
you're right about that.” The client experiences Buirski's negative
reaction, and Buirski correctly identifies the client’s painful feelings
in his response. Buirski is touched by the client’s openness after his
remark. He is more congruent in his communication and the client
responds by being more authentic. He shifts the focus to connecting to

the client’s felt experience and the interview becomes more successful — —

and satisfying. The client also seems more emotionally available and
shares deeper and more vulnerable thoughts and feelings.

Buirski provides a transcript of the session, as well as describing
the nonverbal aspects of the interchange between him and the client.
In addition, he adds his perspective on what he was thinking and
feeling during the interview. As mentioned, he uses the case to
illustrate the philosophical differences between an interpretive ap-
proach and a collaborative approach. Although both object relations
theory and intersubjective theory are based on the importance of
circular interactions, an intersubjective theorist sees his role as being
present and engaged enough with the client to provide an experience
of affective attunement.

Again, systems theory provides an explicit language for how to
create this type of attuned communication. I would argue that
Buirski’s communication became more transparent in the exchange
just before he switched tactics and remained more effective because it
was clearer and more consistent. In the earlier part of the session, his
words were communicating that he was curious and interested in the
client, but he felt distant and unengaged. The focus on insight and
exploration did not seem meaningful to the client, and the positive
intent did not translate into a matching impact. Using systems
language, the report function of the communication (I want to get
to know you) was not matched by the command function (you are

someone who is hard to get to know). We can guess that the client is
having a similar experience, in that the report function of the com-
munication is that the client is answering questions and participating
in his treatment, whereas the command function is that the exchange
is unhelpful and confusing. Even as the therapist becomes frustrated,
the intent of the communication is to provide help to the client, yet in
the beginning of the interview, this intent does not translate into
impact. We might also guess that the interpretive approach provided
at the beginning of the session felt as though it was geared toward
providing insight, as the therapist attempted to explain the reasons




for the patient’s distress. This approach is not what the client was
looking for, but the client’s discomfort was communicated only
through the lack of connection in the room., When the therapist began
to focus on his and the client’s subjective experience, the resistance to
problem analysis and problem solving ceased.

From a theoretical perspective, the intersubjective therapist would
say that clients are always looking for affective connection rather than
problem solving, regardless of the report function of their communi-
cation. Yet from a Systemic perspective, it was the inconsistencies and
mixed messages that kept the interview from moving forward in a
productive manner. Similarly, when the therapist aligned the implicit
and explicit messages of the communication and provided consis-
tency between content and affect, the client experienced the therapist
as genuine and began to experience his own story as one that made
sense. This required a therapist willing to examine himself from
multiple perspectives, rather than claiming and hiding behind the
role of doctor. It is often this type of clear, coherent, in-sync commu-
nication that both transforms and maintains relationships, as we will
see when we explore the concept of change in the next chapter.

In sum, systems theory helps us analyze and transform problematic
communication when there is an inconsistency between message sent
and message received. It allows us to look at the literal meaning, or
report function, of a communication and to see that this meaning is
always grounded in the context of relationship variables, or the com-
mand function of the message. Moving beyond the explicit and implicit
aspects of the message, systems theory helps us understand that there
is a difference between the sender’s intent and impact and that confu-
sion between these two aspects of communication can be both puzzling
and distressing. Finally, communication can have various purposes,
from establishing status to solving problems to creating emotional
bonds. The ability to create constructive communication is central to
productive systems therapy.

CHAPTER 5

Change

SOMETIMES ASK my students to write down the following statements
Iand then determine which one is correct:

The more things change, the more they stay the same.

You can never step in the same river twice.

Students often do have an opinion about these statements, baszd otn
their own experiences with change. Of course, my cl.ever stu fegl 2
generally challenge me immediately, noting that ch9031ng one ot
statements reflects the kind of either-or perspective .that hsys e]:r)nst
thinking is designed to eradicate. I have to agree with t en:i t ;‘1
then can move on to look at the meaning of both statements t;n ; c:
ways that systems thinking relates to each statement. In tf t?l irs
statement, we see change as illusory. Real change is 1mpos;1 e, as
there is nothing new under the sun. In the second state’ment, c q:ngéz is
ubiquitous, something we mus;t accept because we can’t escape it. Can

ally be true?

bo&iﬁiﬁgi?:sm;ethiiking, not only are both statements accurate, bu:
both statements also reflect a fundamgntal truth. The first state.mt:p

helps us see that systems inherently resist ghange and seek to matn t;n
a certain predictable order. At the same time, systems are cons ?1 };
reorganizing and transforming themselves. Thus, by de§1gn ;yit;m

have mechanisms for both staying the same .and evo.h./mg. u t et;’
systems thinking helps us understand the:e specific copdlh%ns thatt 0 "
promote and prevent change. As you will see, I beheve.t atfsys er}rlu‘
notions of change add immeasurable value to the practice of psycho

therapy in a variety of ways.
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