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Adolescence, a period of significant physical,
emotional, and social transformation, often
presents unique challenges for both
adolescents and their families. Family therapy,
utilizing a developmental and narrative
approach, offers a powerful framework for
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addressing these challenges. This approach
recognizes the adolescent's developmental
stage, their unique narrative, and the intricate
interplay within the family system. We will
explore the benefits of this approach, its
practical application, considerations for
therapists, and the unique contribution of
narrative therapy to adolescent family work.
Key aspects we will cover include: adolescent
development, family systems therapy,
narrative techniques in family therapy,
externalizing the problem, and
collaborative storytelling.

Understanding Adolescent
Development in Family
Therapy
Understanding the developmental tasks of
adolescence is crucial for effective family
therapy. This stage is characterized by a
search for identity, increased autonomy, and
the development of peer relationships. These
developmental shifts can strain family
dynamics, leading to conflict,
misunderstandings, and challenges to
established family hierarchies. A
developmental lens allows therapists to
normalize the adolescent's behavior within the
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context of their developmental stage, avoiding
pathologizing typical adolescent struggles. For
example, a teenager's rebellious behavior
might be understood not as a character flaw,
but as an expression of their need for
autonomy and exploration of self. This
understanding fosters empathy and
collaboration within the family system.

### The Role of Family Systems Theory

Family systems theory provides a crucial
framework for understanding the adolescent's
behavior within the family context. It
emphasizes the interconnectedness of family
members and how the actions of one member
impact the entire system. For instance, a
seemingly individual problem, such as an
adolescent's depression, might reflect
underlying family tensions or communication
patterns. The therapist focuses on identifying
these patterns, understanding how they
contribute to the problem, and collaboratively
working with the family to create healthier
interactions. This involves identifying family
roles, communication styles, and power
dynamics to better understand the
adolescent's struggle within the family system.
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Narrative Techniques in
Family Therapy with
Adolescents
Narrative therapy, a powerful tool within
family therapy, offers a unique approach to
understanding and addressing adolescent
challenges. Instead of focusing solely on the
problem, narrative therapy emphasizes the
adolescent's unique story and their capacity
for change. This approach is particularly
beneficial with adolescents, who may feel
alienated or misunderstood.

### Externalizing the Problem

A core narrative technique is "externalizing
the problem." Instead of labeling the
adolescent as "depressed" or "rebellious," the
therapist helps the family view the problem as
something separate from the adolescent—a
challenging influence, rather than an inherent
trait. This separation empowers the adolescent
and helps the family see the problem as
something they can collaboratively address,
rather than a personal failing. For example,
instead of saying "Sarah is anxious," the
therapist might say, "It seems anxiety is
impacting Sarah's life." This subtle shift in
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language can significantly change the family's
perspective.

### Collaborative Storytelling

Collaborative storytelling involves working
with the family to re-author their story. This
includes identifying times when the problem
had less influence and building upon those
experiences to create a more positive future
narrative. The therapist facilitates this process
by asking questions that help the family
identify their strengths, resources, and
preferred ways of being. This collaborative
approach empowers the family to take
ownership of their narrative, actively shaping
their future rather than passively reacting to
their past.

Benefits of a
Developmental and
Narrative Approach
This combined approach offers significant
benefits for adolescent family therapy. It
fosters a collaborative and empowering
therapeutic environment, promoting a sense
of hope and agency within the adolescent and
their family. The emphasis on the individual's
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developmental stage prevents pathologizing
normal adolescent behavior, promoting a more
compassionate and understanding approach.
The narrative focus empowers the family to
actively shape their own story, rather than
being defined by the problems they face.
Finally, the utilization of externalizing the
problem allows the adolescent and the family
to view the challenge as something external
that can be addressed collaboratively rather
than an intrinsic characteristic of the person.

Considerations for
Therapists
Therapists using this approach need to
develop strong skills in building rapport with
adolescents, understanding adolescent
development, and facilitating collaborative
storytelling. They must be skilled in adapting
their therapeutic approach to meet the unique
needs of each adolescent and family.
Maintaining a non-judgmental and empathetic
stance is crucial, fostering a safe space where
family members feel comfortable sharing their
experiences. Furthermore, therapists must be
aware of the ethical implications of working
with minors, ensuring informed consent and
confidentiality protocols are maintained
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throughout the therapeutic process.

Conclusion
Treating adolescents within a family therapy
framework that integrates developmental and
narrative perspectives is a powerful approach
to addressing the complex challenges that
arise during adolescence. This methodology
acknowledges the unique developmental
stage of adolescents, allowing for a deeper
understanding of their behaviors within the
family system. By utilizing techniques like
externalizing the problem and collaborative
storytelling, therapists empower the family to
re-author their narrative, fostering a sense of
hope and agency in overcoming their
challenges. This ultimately contributes to
stronger family relationships and a healthier
developmental trajectory for the adolescent.

FAQ
Q1: How is this approach different from
traditional family therapy?

A1: Traditional family therapy often focuses on
identifying and resolving dysfunctional
patterns within the family system. While this
approach is valuable, it may not fully consider
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the adolescent's developmental stage or their
unique narrative. A developmental and
narrative approach integrates these factors,
offering a more holistic and individualized
understanding of the adolescent's challenges
and their impact on the family.

Q2: What if the adolescent is reluctant to
participate in family therapy?

A2: Engaging reluctant adolescents requires a
careful and sensitive approach. Therapists
might begin by focusing on the adolescent's
individual concerns, building rapport and trust
before engaging the entire family. They may
also use creative techniques such as drawing
or games to encourage participation. The
therapist needs to be flexible and responsive
to the adolescent's needs and preferences.

Q3: How long does this type of therapy
typically last?

A3: The duration of family therapy varies
depending on the family's needs and goals. It
can range from a few sessions to several
months, or even longer in some cases.
Progress is regularly evaluated, and the
therapy is adjusted as needed.

Q4: Can this approach be used with
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families from diverse cultural
backgrounds?

A4: Yes, this approach is adaptable to families
from diverse cultural backgrounds. Therapists
must be culturally sensitive and adapt their
approach to reflect the family's unique cultural
values and beliefs. This includes
understanding how culture shapes family
dynamics and communication styles.

Q5: What are some potential limitations
of this approach?

A5: While effective, this approach might
require a significant time commitment from
the family. Some families might find the focus
on narrative and storytelling less appealing
than more directive approaches. Also, the
success of this approach depends heavily on
the therapist’s skill in building rapport and
fostering collaboration.

Q6: Are there specific training or
certifications needed to practice this
approach?

A6: While there isn't a specific certification,
therapists benefit from training in family
systems theory, narrative therapy, and
adolescent development. Continuing
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education in these areas is highly
recommended.

Q7: How does this approach address
issues like substance abuse or
delinquency in adolescents?

A7: This approach addresses such issues by
understanding the context within which these
behaviors occur. It explores the family
dynamics that might contribute to the
problem, and empowers the family to work
together to find solutions. Externalizing the
problem helps the family see the substance
abuse or delinquency as a separate entity
impacting their lives rather than solely an
attribute of the adolescent.

Q8: How can parents prepare for family
therapy using this approach?

A8: Parents should prepare by reflecting on
their own experiences and expectations. It is
beneficial to consider their family's history,
communication patterns, and any potential
areas of conflict. Open and honest
communication within the family before
therapy begins can facilitate a more effective
therapeutic experience.

Treating the Adolescent in Family Therapy: A
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Developmental and Narrative Approach

Introduction

Adolescence, a period of remarkable evolution
and discovery , often presents particular
hurdles for both the individual and their
family. Family therapy, with its emphasis on
the dynamics within the family system,
provides a potent framework for handling
these issues. This article explores the use of a
integrated developmental and narrative
approach in treating adolescents within a
family therapy setting . This approach
recognizes the crucial role of developmental
stage and individual narrative in forming
adolescent conduct and family relationships .

The Developmental Lens

Understanding adolescent development is
essential to effective family therapy.
Kohlberg's stages of psychosocial | cognitive |
moral development provide a helpful roadmap
for comprehending the usual developmental
tasks adolescents face . For instance, the
struggle for identity, a central theme in
Erikson's theory, often displays itself in friction
with parents, rebellious behavior, or strong
peer relationships . Recognizing this
developmental task helps therapists
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appreciate the adolescent's behavior not as
dysfunctional in itself, but as a usual part of
the pathway of identity development .

Similarly, understanding the adolescent's
cognitive development, as described by
Piaget, is crucial. The ability for abstract
thought and hypothetical reasoning allows
adolescents to challenge authority, explore
different ideologies , and develop their own
opinions. This can lead to heated arguments
within the family, but it is also a sign of
healthy cognitive maturation. Therapists can
use this understanding to promote healthy
communication and conflict resolution within
the family, stressing the importance of mutual
respect and compassion.

The Narrative Approach

The narrative approach focuses on the
narratives individuals tell about themselves
and their journeys. Adolescents often contend
with competing narratives – the narrative they
tell themselves, the narratives told by their
family, and the narratives imposed by society.
Family therapy using a narrative lens helps
adolescents dismantle these narratives,
identifying those that are limiting their growth
and constructing more positive narratives.
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For example, an adolescent might tell a story
of themselves as “a failure” based on
academic struggles or social anxieties. A
narrative therapist would work with the
adolescent and family to explore this
narrative, identifying alternative
interpretations of the same events. The
therapist might help the family reframe the
adolescent's struggles as opportunities that
promote resilience and progress. The goal is
not to eliminate negative experiences, but to
reinterpret them within a broader and more
hopeful narrative.

Integrating Developmental and Narrative
Approaches

The integration of developmental and
narrative approaches provides a complete
understanding of the adolescent's situation .
The developmental perspective provides a
framework for understanding the usual
challenges of adolescence, while the narrative
approach provides a technique for working
with the adolescent's individual story and
helping them create a more positive sense of
self.

For instance, a therapist might use the
developmental framework to understand the
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adolescent's struggles with identity
development , and then utilize the narrative
approach to help the adolescent reframe their
stories around identity, focusing on their
strengths and achievements rather than their
perceived shortcomings .

Practical Implementation Strategies

Implementing this integrated approach
requires:

Building a therapeutic alliance:
Creating a safe space for open and
honest communication is essential .
Collaborative storytelling : Engaging
the adolescent and family in
collaboratively creating new narratives.
Externalizing the problem:
Separating the problem from the person,
allowing the adolescent and family to
see the problem as something that can
be addressed rather than an inherent
part of who they are.
Utilizing creative techniques:
Incorporating play therapy or other
creative methods to engage the
adolescent and facilitate expression .
Homework assignments: Assigning
activities to practice newly acquired
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skills and viewpoints .

Conclusion

Treating adolescents within a family therapy
environment requires a nuanced and
integrated approach. Integrating
developmental and narrative perspectives
offers a powerful framework for understanding
the nuances of adolescent conduct and family
dynamics . By understanding the adolescent's
developmental stage and helping them
reshape their accounts, therapists can enable
adolescents and their families to develop
healthier and more fulfilling experiences .

Frequently Asked Questions (FAQs)

1. Q: What if the adolescent refuses to
participate in family therapy?

A: Engaging reluctant adolescents requires
patience and creativity. The therapist might
try individual sessions first to build rapport, or
incorporate activities that appeal to the
adolescent's interests.

2. Q: How long does treatment typically
last?

A: The duration of therapy varies depending
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on the specific problems and the family's
advancement . It could range from a few
months to over a year.

3. Q: Is this approach suitable for all
families with adolescents?

A: While this approach is widely applicable, its
effectiveness depends on the family's
willingness to participate and engage in the
process. Some families might benefit more
from other therapeutic approaches.

4. Q: What are the limitations of this
approach?

A: Like any therapeutic approach, this one has
limitations. It may not be suitable for families
dealing with severe trauma or mental illness.
A multidisciplinary approach might be required
in such cases.
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