FINAL CASE ASSESSMENT
THE C. FAMILY
An Example

Agency Information:
The referral took place at my field placement which is at an HMO Health Center which is a staff model HMO and consists of a MSW, a dietician, a physician, two physician assistants, nursing staff, support staff, and me. It is a relatively small organization with 10-12 people working in the agency at one time. My referral to the C family came from the dietician. 

Family Composition:
The family consists of Dad, age 45, Mom age 46, Wanda, age 18 and Chris, age 16. Dad is a commission salesman, mother is also employed outside of the home, Wanda is a senior in H.S. and Chris is a sophomore in H.S.
Presenting Problem:

Dad was referred to me by the dietician.   He recently suffered a heart attack and in addition to many other changes he needed to make for his health, he also mentioned to the dietician wanting to reduce the amount stress in his family life. Prior to the session, I was under the impression that I would be doing some crisis work with this family, having them process the shock of this experience. After the session began I discovered that there were many family problems and the focus turned to Chris as the I.P. Chris has legal and substance abuse problems and when I began to see the family Chris was participating in an outpatient drug and alcohol program and had been sober for almost 30 days. 
Description of family members and their goal for family therapy at the first session:
Dad recently suffered a heart attack at the young age of 45. There were many contributing factors which led to his heart attack which included a family history, smoking 1 -2 packs of cigarettes each day, high stress job ( commission salesman) a high fat diet, little or no exercise and high stress in the family due to Chris's  acting out. Following the heart attack, Dad quit smoking, met with the dietician and agreed to follow a low fat diet, and agreed to work on family issues in family therapy. During the first session, Dad said he would like to see Chris follow the rules in the family.
Mom has a good job outside of the home. She said that she believes her family “needs intensive family therapy.” Mom demonstrated a lot of good insight into the family dynamics. She said that she is burned out trying to keep their family together. She said that Dad and Wanda have an alliance, and Chris and she have an alliance. She said that she was unhappy with the present family situation and her goals for family therapy include better communication among family members and she would like her and her husband to learn to parent together. She also said she'd also like Chris to follow rules and respect other people's property.
Wanda appears to be the family hero. Dad and she agree that they have a good relationship. Wanda is responsible, does well in school, and has a job outside of the home. She has plans to attend the University next year. She says that she tends to be Chris's third parent. Her goal for their family is that she would like to see her family members apologize to each other and be more open about their feelings.
Chris has been using drugs (marijuana and L.S.D.) and alcohol for approximately three years. He is presently attending a daily outpatient substance abuse program. Chris said that he has been sober for over a month. Chris also has a legal history which includes stealing his parent’s car and totalling it while he was intoxicated, breaking and entering while drunk, and shooting a B.B. gun, also while intoxicated. Chris said there are a lot of power struggles between Dad and him regarding a lot of things -- even things like hair and clothes. Chris said he has mixed feelings about Dad. Chris said that he feels somewhat responsible for Dad's heart attack but also know that his Dad's lifestyle also was a major contributor. Chris said that Dad makes a lot of decisions for him but that he made the decision to quit using drugs/alcohol on his own. For family therapy Chris stated that he would like to learn to get along with Dad and follow the rules of the home.
Goals for family counseling following the first session (utilizing family input):
1. Mom and Dad will discuss rules and consequences and will consistently enforce rules together.
2. Mom and Dad will discuss problems with Chris and come up with creative ways to deal with him respectfully and fairly.

3. Mom and Dad will recognize the things that Chris is doing well.
4 The family will observe what and how often things are going well and will do more of it.
5. The family will learn to talk more openly about feelings and apologize after hurting another member.
6. Chris and Wanda will follow the rules and consequences of their home.
7. Mom and Dad will discuss ways in which they can strengthen marriage (in later sessions, without children).
Description of family sessions and interventions and tasks used in each session.
First Session. I began the interview with a focus on the recent event of Dad's heart attack and had each person talk about their feelings surrounding this experience. The focus quickly changed to Chris's past acting out behavior which Dad was still angry about. Dad said that he has lost all trust of Chris. I acknowledged that this past behavior was something to be concerned about and that Chris would have to do many things to prove that he can be trusted again and I asked the parents what they'd like to see him doing so that they know that they can trust him just a little more. Dad also talked negatively about Chris's hair, the clothes that he chooses to wear, the stubble on his chin, etc. Chris was visibly angered by Dad's criticisms of his appearance. Mom was very quiet while Dad criticized Chris and Wanda chimed in and agreed with Dad. I tried to switch focus and talked to Chris about his outpatient program and praised him for his 30 plus days of sobriety and asked him how he had done this. I did this, as Minuchin (pg. 163, 1981) says, “To unbalance the Therapist uses her affiliation with one family member to change his hierarchical position in the family system. This technique is used mostly to support a peripheral member or one in a down position.” I also reframed Chris’s hatred of Dad to anger for not noticing the things that he is accomplishing. Since Dad seemed committed to family therapy I felt it was safe to form an alliance with Chris through this reframe. Task- I had the family do an observational task over the next week. I asked them to each observe when things are going well and what is happening at those times, what is each person doing. 
Second Session- The whole family returned for this session. They reported that things had gone pretty well. The whole family noticed that things go well when Mom and Chris are at home and in their bedrooms and when Wanda and Dad are watching T.V. together. The family also observed that problems occur when Chris and Dad are arguing and it usually takes place in the kitchen. Dad accused Chris of lying all the time and Chris said that it is because he's afraid of Dad's response if he were to tell the truth. Chris said that Dad does not notice anything that he does right and Mom agreed. I asked Mom if she were able to do this and she said she could and I encouraged her to help point out these observations to Dad. Mom and Dad reported going walking together. Mom said she misses the cigarette time they used to have together. I encouraged them to keep the same time to talk except do it around something else. There were still arguments at home between Chris and Wanda surrounding their personal belongings. Madanes (pg. 129, 1991) said that in working with adolescents that, "Discussion of rules and consequences are the basic work of therapy." We next worked on a contract and the family agreed on clear rules and consequences. I included Wanda on the contract to take the focus off of Chris and to help establish boundaries between the parental and sibling subsystem. The rules and consequences were simple and fair and will be followed up next week with additions and subtractions to the contract. 

Task-Chris and Dad instructed to only argue in the bathroom (instead of the kitchen), no where else within the house and Mom and Wanda were to make sure that when they start to argue that they go to the bathroom. The family was very amused by this task, but agreed to do it. I thought that just making this tiny shift in their pattern could possibly make a difference.
Third session- Mom, Dad and Chris attended this session. Dad reports that things went well this week. Chris only had one violation of the contract and he followed the consequence cheerfully. The family reported that everything else was followed on the contract. Wanda decided not to come this week, she said she felt the family was changing, and she wasn't the one with problems. Her parents reported that she acted out more this week. (I thought that maybe the contract had given her permission to act more like a kid than a parent). The parents reported that Chris has been calling and letting them know that he is not coming home for dinner. Chris told his parents that the reason he does this is that if he doesn't come home they are more likely to go out together, so he makes plans with his friends. Dad and Chris reported that they did not have to go to the bathroom to argue at all this week. I gave the family lots of praise and expressed wonderment. Dad said he is taking a different look at life. He said he thinks Chris is doing better, financially they are doing O.K. and he has decided to do some letting go of Chris. Dad and Chris were very friendly and joked around during this session, they even hugged. 
Task-I told them to keep on doing what they're doing (keep following rules and giving consequences and arguing in the bathroom) but to be aware that changes were happening pretty fast so to expect that things won't always go as well as this week. I used this restraining intervention because the changes were too dramatic for one week and I wanted the family to be prepared for some setbacks so that they wouldn't be devastated when things fall apart a little. 
Fourth Session:   Mom, Dad and Chris came to this session. (It seemed that Wanda is passively keeping Chris the I.P. by not coming to any more family sessions.) Dad was hospitalized again for Angina and the family reported that things were not going well once again. Dad and Chris got into an argument and Dad called him a "Loser." Chris also said that Dad pulled his hair when he was being disrespectful to his Mom. Chris also graduated from his outpatient substance abuse program but did not feel this was that important because of problems with Dad. Minuchin (pg. 59, 1981) refers to abusive parents as, "They respond to the children as if they were only a continuation of themselves. Every action of the child is felt by the parent to be a personal response." Dad also reported that while he was in the hospital this time, Chris took their car and he doesn't have a license. The parents contacted his P.O. who will decide on the consequence and I urged the parents to give him one at home too. The family reported that everything else on the contract was being followed and the parents said they continue to consequence Chris and Wanda appropriately. We talked about what was different this week from the weeks that things were going well. Mom would like problems from the past not brought up— I reinforced this and said that as long as Chris or Wanda have been consequenced appropriately, past problems were not helpful to bring up. Mom was worried about Dad and his health and how stressed out he gets about Chris. Dad admitted that he is burned out. 

Task- Asked Mom if she was willing to be in charge of parenting Chris for the next two weeks to give Dad a rest. Minuchin (pg. 59, 1981) says, "Blocking the overinvolved transaction may increase the encounters between the parental holon and the child, which may help in the exploration of alternatives." I used this intervention because Dad was being abusive and Mom was more able to be appropriate with Chris and also to block Dad from detouring his problems with Mom onto Chris. I told Dad that if he had any problems with Chris he needed to go through Mom and let her handle it. Dad said that he has little confidence that she will be able to do this. She assured him that she could and so he agreed to give it a try. I also agreed with Dad that he is burned out, tired, and needs to take care of himself for awhile. He agreed that he was tired out. I also stressed that I wanted his involvement in parenting Chris, but just through Mom. 
Fifth Session: Mom and Chris attended the next session because Dad had to attend a cardiac rehab appointment. Mom said that she was doing the parenting and that it was going well except that her husband was now driving her crazy by calling her all the time at work and discussing Chris with her. She said Dad is doing better because he's been able to work more on himself and gets less stressed out about Chris's behavior. Chris reported doing well, following the contract and doing even more than he's asked to do at home. He also reported that he's getting along better with Wanda and that they're now riding to school together. Chris had to spend one night in detention for going in through a friend’s window to retrieve his backpack that he had left at his friend’s home. I praised Mom for letting Chris take the natural consequences of illegal behavior and told Chris that he has a lot of old behaviors that he had when using drugs and alcohol that he still needed to change. Mom wanted to know if she should continue to take the major parenting role. She said that she was comfortable doing this and felt things were going well. We agreed to try it for a couple more weeks. Tasks-I asked Mom and Dad to spend time together talking about parenting and other issues not surrounding parenting. I also encouraged Dad and Chris to go out once a week, to do something fun, so that Mom can have some free time. Mom will continue taking the major role in parenting, and Dad will continue to rest and recuperate.
Fifth and Sixth Session: Due to my premature labor, I was out when Mom requested to be seen individually. She saw my field instructor who took more of a family history than I did. She found that Dad and Mom both came from violent and alcoholic families. Mom has been unable to sleep and feels her marriage is really in trouble. Mom would like her husband and her to start some marital counseling. My field instructor also gave Mom referrals to Alanon and ACOA. Also, the family told my field instructor that they have decided to put Chris into a long-term substance abuse program.  Mom will urge Dad to attend marital counseling during the next appointment with my field instructor. 
ASSESSMENT:
I found the family to be very motivated for treatment indicated by their willingness to keep all appointments and to try many different tasks. The family never failed to do their "homework". They all wanted change within their family, which was expressed over and over again. Also, the parents had some of the same goals, which was positive.
Chris seems to be the symptom bearer in this family and serves the function of keeping the family and especially the marriage together. Goldenberg (pg. 53, 1990) says the, "Symptoms, in family systems terms, develop to help balance or alleviate stress between family members." Goldenberg (pg. 58, 1990) also poses the question about a family that has a member that is acting out, "Is the individual really being helpful to others by not functioning well? We might wonder too, if other family members need one person to be emotionally disturbed in order to assure themselves of their own emotional well-being." I often wonder about Dad's emotional well-being.
I received indications in many different sessions that Chris was interested in his parents having a positive relationship. Madanes (pg. 123, 1991) says, “In these cases, the difficulties of the young person, the trouble he causes, and his failure in life become the main themes in the parent’s lives.” Madanes (pg. 123, 1991) also says, "The power of the youth over the parents has the function of protecting them or of holding them together." I think that Chris could sense that their marriage is in trouble and his acting out was a way of diverting their marital problems onto the problems with him. Haley says that a child that is acting out is being helpful, because it helps the parents pull together. The parents were able to pull together by coming in for treatment, which hopefully will eventually lead them to marital counseling.
In cases with a symptom bearer Minuchin (pg. 29, 1981) says, "Family and therapist form a partnership with a common goal that is more or less formulated to free the family symptom bearer of symptoms, to reduce conflict and stress for the whole family, and to learn new ways of coping." Although we only accomplished part of this, I think with further work, we may have been able to accomplish this with the C. Family.
Wanda also served a function within the family which was to keep her parents focused on the positive. She also provided her Dad with a positive relationship. She seemed to try to act as a stabilizer within her parents’ relationship.
I think the contract, which set boundaries between the sibling and parental subsystem, was effective and also the sibling subsystem seemed to strengthen during the course of treatment, although Wanda's involvement was limited.
The marriage seemed to be the main problem in the C. Family. The parents were not parenting together—they were disqualifying each other. They also didn't seem to spend too much time together because their focus had been on Chris and his problems. I got the sense that Chris wanted to be out of their focus and wanted them to work on their relationship, as indicated by his not coming home at dinner time so that they could go out and spend time together.
I think that Chris acting out while Dad was in the hospital may have been a way of engaging Dad. Dad seemed to be either overinvolved and critical of everything or disengaged and not involved at all. My goal was to help Dad find a balance of giving Chris the independence to let Chris make his own mistakes without over-criticism from Dad. One intervention I could have used to make Dad aware of Chris's motivation for acting out would be to have Dad observe when Chris acts out and what is Dad doing during these times. Often parents are disengaged and teens act out as a way to re-engage their parents.
Madanes says (pg. 134, 1991), "Sometimes the parents will give authority to the problem youth by threatening to expel him from the family home. In this way the parents renounce their position in the hierarchy as parents who are responsible for and in charge of their offspring." I feel these parents gave up their parental authority by putting Chris in long-term treatment. I was extremely disappointed to find that the parents had decided to send Chris to residential treatment. I felt Chris was doing very well with his substance abuse problem and my bias is that I believe the parents need long-term marital therapy or individual therapy, not Chris. I wonder if I could have dissuaded the parents from considering this option if I had not been on bedrest. Madanes (pg. 134, 1991) suggests that “The family therapist must emphasize that this separation from the parents can happen only when the youth is behaving competently and when the parents know and approve of where and how he is going to live." Perhaps, if I had been able to provide them the support they needed through this crisis period, which led to the decision for long-term treatment, the decision could have been avoided.
As I look back on this case there are a lot of things that I could have done differently. First of all, I think that many of my interventions worked well. I do think that I should always make it a point to do a genogram with each family so that I have a brief history of what kind of family background I am dealing with. If I had known about their alcoholic family history, I could have made referrals to Alanon and ACOA during the first session.
Also, I could have renegotiated the goals at subsequent sessions to make sure that we were all working toward the same goal. I was unaware that long-term treatment was ever being considered by this family.
I think I could have worked differently with Dad. I could have used a "broken heart" as a metaphor for Dad and his feelings about Chris and reframe his anger into care and concern for Chris. I could have also used an idea that we observed in the video during class and that is to have Mom describe to Chris how much Dad cares about him—that his strictness is a demonstration of his caring and concern.
I also could have reframed Chris's behavior as "helpful" to his parents’ relationship by pulling them together when he is acting out. I also could have used the intervention of having Chris take a vacation from trying to keep his parents together, another way of pointing out to his parents that their relationship needs to be more of the focus in treatment.
There were many times during this case where I thought things were going extremely well. I think Mom may have been right when she said the family needed "intensive family therapy." Stewart, Valentine, and Amundson (pg. 21, 1991) said in their article that, "There is sometimes a certain degree of urgency to get on with therapy, to get down to the business at hand, to be a problem-solver." I think that writing this case assessment was helpful in determining what I did well but also what I could have differently and more effectively in this case and in others.
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