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Editor's Foreword

We have known Jeri and Ivan Inger for several years through our jointly organised family therapy exchange in Britain, the United States and Denmark. As co-founders of The Family Studies Institute in Portland, Oregon, they are experienced as teachers, supervisors and practitioners of systemic family therapy.

We are very pleased to publish this book, making an exciting contribution to the development of the current wave of systemic thinking. When we first saw them work we were struck by the way they enacted systemic thinking in their family therapy sessions. It seemed to us that theoretical underpinnings of the systemic approach such as dissolving the problem system, making new connections and leading family members to an observer position, were happening before our eyes. Theory and practice had become one.

The format of this book captures the essence of their work. Since, similar to a family's experiences, much of it cannot be described, the Ingers offer a detailed commentary on a transcript of a consultation session with a family. They demonstrate through a group discussion the way they generate systemic understanding, and the book closes with a presentation of the theoretical background to their work. In spite of their background as Milan systemic therapists, their approach creates a bridge between systemic thinking and other approaches such as communication theory, Gestalt, the use of metaphor, play and humour, and it is truly integrative.

We feel this book is very important as an intervention to the family therapy field. The Ingers demonstrate here that as systemic thinking and practice continue to evolve, workers can develop new techniques and integrate different approaches without giving up their basic foundation of systemic thinking.

David Campbell,
Ros Draper
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Introduction:
 theoretical considerations

We believe that as therapists it is important that the methods we use reflect our own belief systems and that our ideas and our interactions with families about those ideas be coherent. We claim an approach called an aesthetic preference (Allman, 1982; Keeney, 1983) as opposed to that of an applied science approach or belief system. Family therapists who subscribe to an applied science belief system identify with values associated with the physical sciences and are concerned with the control of nature for practical purposes. Differences between applied science therapists and aesthetically oriented therapists often revolve around issues of power and control (Hoffman, 1985), differences about who or what "determines" change, and which methods are useful in facilitating change.

When we speak of an aesthetic preference, we are speaking of the ideas of Gregory Bateson about cybernetics or feedback functions of biological and social systems based on cognitive or mental organization (Bateson, 1972,1979). We also call into service the ideas of the new biologists or constructivists, Von Foerster (1981), Maturana (1978), Varela (1979), Maturana and Varela (1980) and von Glasersfeld (1984). Von Foerster proposed second-order cybernetics as opposed to first-order cybernetics of the "hard" sciences (Keeney, 1983; Hoffman, 1990). Second-order cybernetics requires that the observer or observing system be considered part of the whole. As Hoffman puts it:


A second-order view would mean that therapists include themselves as part of what must change; they do not stand outside.

[1990, p. 5]



As second-order family therapists, we work as guests of families in a foreign domain. As guests, we behave in a respectful manner towards our hosts. This attitude of respect requires that we learn their language and meanings. It is, therefore, our job to discover those meanings and to try to understand how they operate within the family. Meanings given to experiences depend upon the contexts within which they are experienced. Thus, our work with the family centres around understanding and inclusion (Buber, 1965, p. 97) of both their dynamics and their contexts. Inclusion and understanding are processes in which one acknowledges the legitimacy of the position of "the other" but does not necessarily endorse their position. This topic will be further discussed in the "Further Theoretical Considerations" section.

We find that in being part of the system, we are able to interact with families and co-construct meanings that come from that interaction. This languaging exchange or transformation of meanings must be conducted in a safe-enough environment. The process of making it safe-enough requires the therapist to take major responsibility for assuming an observing position separate from their own beliefs and those of the family. We introduce this reflective position into the dialogue by conversing with each other about our observations of the families' ideas and their meanings as they are put forth in the interview, interjecting, from time to time, our own meanings and, thus, planting the seeds of co-creation (Inger and Inger, 1990b).

In our work and our teaching, we use a two-person team in the room interviewing the family (Inger and Inger, 1990b). We see this as a way of translating Bateson's (1979) notions of double description into action. Bateson discusses this concept of double description by saying:


It is correct (and a great improvement) to begin to think of two parties to the interaction as two eyes, each giving a monocular view of what goes on and, together, giving a binocular view in depth. This double view is the relationship.

[Bateson, 1979, p. 133]



Two persons conjointly conducting the interview create information in-depth through complementary and symmetrical descriptions. Two therapists can have two different opinions or two matching opinions. Both interactions enhance the distinctions, descriptions and meanings around the family issues. By offering either symmetrical or complementary descriptions of the issues in continuous dyadic reflections throughout the interview, the two of us can create the necessary conditions for coupling between ourselves and the family. Our intentions are to help families transform their interactions from redundant patterns into interactions with new and different constructions of meanings which prove to be more useful to their relationships with each other than their, heretofore, redundant meanings with which they believed they were stuck.

The interview presented in the text represents many of the beliefs and methods presented above, and in the "Further Theoretical Considerations" section of the book. We will amplify ideas about the content/process recursion in therapy, the implications and consequences of the intentions of therapists on their interventive interactions with families, and we will discuss differential aspects of interpretation as they relate to a second-order cybernetic family therapy. Regarding the differential aspects of interpretation, we will discuss the importance of understanding and inclusion as being consistent with a second-order cybernetic therapy belief system.

The Consultation

This consultation is conducted with a family and their therapist as part of an Exchange Training Seminar (Inger, Inger and Baker, 1990a). This Exchange was an idea developed by co-trainers David Campbell and Ros Draper of London, England and ourselves, Ivan B. Inger and Jeri Inger of Portland, Oregon. The participants were family therapists who were studying with us in Portland and London.

The Exchange was developed as a way to give therapists the opportunity to practice their work in foreign countries and experience being guests in foreign cultures. It was a chance for us to be immersed in a new culture, a new system, and a new way of working. As a result of being immersed, we experienced enhanced skills of observering, and reflectivity. While all of these ideas pertained to this Exchange, they also pertain to the work we do in family therapy and to the foregoing presentation.

In July 1988, twelve Americans travelled to London where they stayed with host colleagues and their families, went to work with their fellow family therapists, and met with their British and Irish counterparts in a five-day seminar to exchange ideas in new cross-cultural ways.

In July 1989, Part II of the Exchange Training Seminar took place in Portland, Oregon, in similar fashion to Part I. The same British and Irish family therapists stayed with their American colleagues, went to work with fellow family therapists, and came back together to exchange ideas in the seminar. This consultation interview was part of the five-day seminar.

The family of this interview is an American middle-class family. It is the first marriage for both parents, and they have two children, Barbara, the oldest, is 13 years old and Steven is seven years old. Mother and Father are in their mid-thirties. They are fairly new to Portland and the Northwest. They have each left their extended families 3,000 miles away. As you will see from the dialogue, it is still difficult to be pioneers in America. To this day each family member is strongly influenced by their families and the cultural pull of the East Coast. Father's family lives an upper-middle-class lifestyle in the suburbs of New York City. They have no notion why anyone would want to live anywhere else or in any other lifestyle. Mother's mother has retired in warm and sunny Florida.

The family sought therapy at a youth services centre in the suburbs of Portland, where family therapist, Silvia Nobori, agreed to see them. Their presenting problem was their daughter, Barbara. She was lying and stealing, and Mother was concerned that she would soon be out of the family's control. The latest catastrophe was that Barbara was caught stealing from a store during her wealthy paternal grandparents' visit, and just after her religious confirmation. In other words, a very important moment in the history of this family.

Part of our training program at The Family Studies Institute* includes simulating a family before meeting with them. Using the presenting data from the intake, we ask participants from the group to play the role of family members. They, along with the interviewers and observers, make up what we call "the team."

Simulating a family prior to interviewing them takes the team out of the intellectual arena of hypothesizing and into the experiential arena of action. It is the difference between "I wonder what would happen if..." and "look what happened when...." The as if quality of hypothesizing is replaced with a simulated construction of the family. A reflective pre-picture is taken and developed. These developed pre-pictures indicate the repertoire of hypothesized pictures prior to the family's corrections. Through dialogue, these preconceived pictures are reconstructed as a picture that makes sense to both of them.

Following the simulation and the interview, we explore this larger process in the Debriefing. By looking at our pre-pictures with their reconstructed pictures superimposed upon them, we are able to reflect and examine our work and our beliefs and the continuity between them.

In the simulation of this family, we asked several participants in the seminar to both play family members and to be "the team" for the interview. The simulated Mother felt a great deal of pressure to tell the therapists about Barbara's stealing. Her first lines were:


I am concerned about Barbara, and I need some help. Our dilemma is that we have a daughter who is doing things like stealing. She was a great little girl, and she has changed. She's getting out of control. I'm scared. I'm the mother and she does not listen to me.



By divulging this private information about her daughter and by declaring Barbara the dilemma or problem, Mother set the scene for the entire interview. We found that the embarrassment was overwhelming for the simulated Barbara, and it was impossible to make contact with her after that. Our inability to make contact with Barbara encouraged her simulated Mother to organize the interview around Barbara's negative attributes.

This exercise allowed us to hypothesize about the possible danger of allowing either the therapist or the parents to divulge this embarrassing incident too soon.
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