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ECOLOGICAL PERSPECTIVES IN FAMILY AND
COMMUNITY MENTAL HEALTH PRACTICE

David S, Freeman and Barry Trute

The family therapy movement has been

growing in strength in North America and 15
now maturing into its “middle-age years. '
Just thirty vears ago family therapy was un-
known 45 a unique interventive modality. It
was introduced in the early 1950°s when
several psychoanalysts beguan Lo ex periment
with interviewing family members together
(Jackson. 1974). Thishad tradinonally been
discouraged in analytic practice because of
the complexity it was thought to bring to
syrunsference’” reactions. Individuals such
as Bowen, Jackson and Spiegal (Guerin,
1976) were, independent of one another, re-
searching the impact of family interviewing
on the behaviour of schizophrenics. During
the American Orthopsychiatry Conference
in 1957, several of these therapists reported
their initial research efforts. This national
meeting was the first at which ideas were
presented about work with families with
members suffering psychopathology and 15
considered the imitiation of what has been
called the family therapy movement (Guer-
in, 1976).

The major thrust of mental health inter-
vention has traditionally focused on the in-
dividual with the focal point of intervention
being the individual’s intrapsychic function-
ing. In the 1950's and 1960's the work of
theorists such as Bowen (1960}, Ackerman
(1966), Jackson, (1965), and Bateson
(1972) attempted to influence a shifting of
the emphasis in the study and treatment of
human behavioursl phenomena uway from
the individual person and more extensively
on the family unit. During the late 196()'s
and early 1970's the family therupy move-
ment began to broaden its focus on the fum-
ily to include the important influence of en-
vironmental factors such as cultural,
religious, and vocational spheres. There

was an expanding awareness of the impor-
tance of community factors in the life of the
family (Auerswald, 1968; Hoffman and
Long, 1969). Early family therapy models
had emphasized that the family as o heha-
vioural unit was more profound than being
simply a collection of the behaviour of indi-
vidual members. However, the cmphasis
had remained on the family as a dynamic
unit, but largely with little attention given to
the impact of social, cultural, and commu-
nity factors on family functioning. As gen-
eral systems theory grew in ils recognition
by the social sciences (Miller, 1973), a be-
ginning hody of coherent theory developed
to support the work with family systems
(Freeman, 1981). The family became rec-
ognized not only 4s & supra-sysicn 1o the in-
dividual, but simultaneously us a sub-sys-
tem of the community. This theoretical shift
may be identified as the ecological approach
to family therapy in which the family is seen
to be simultancously in interaction with its
immediate environment while being influ-
enced by the internal activities of its individ-
ual members.

In terms of their emphasis on the inter-
dynamics of individual and environmenta!
aspects of human behaviour, family mental
health practitioners and community mental
health specialists have a great deal in com-
mon. They share a range of interventive
strategies that are rooted in systems theory.
Within the community mental health field,
classical systems theory (von Bertalanffy,
1968) has served as a foundation for the
ecological approach  (Bronfenbrenner,
1977: Holahan, et al., 1979, Germain,
198 1: Wilkinson & O'Connor, 1982). Simi-
larly, the systems perspective has been of
significant impact on the conceptualizations
of family functioning and strategies of fam-
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ily therapy (Minuchin, 1974, Steinglass,
1978: Hoffman, 1981). From these com-
mon orging in the system model, several
major themes have emerged that are of mu-
tual importance to both groups of mental
health practitioners; those that focus on fam-
ily and those whose main concern involves
community aspects of human functioning.
First, the traditional psychiatric emphasis
on individual behaviour change is viewed as
being imcomplete and greater attention 1s
drawn to the behavioural implications of
transactional patterns within dyads, fam-
tlies and social systems. The patterns of
inter-personal transactions become a major
focus of intervention and individual behav-
jour is viewed as inextricably woven into 4
person’s social environment. Further, more
cutensive consideration 18 focused on the
situational context in which human commu-
nication and activity 1s framed. That is, indi-
vidual behaviour is seen as being anchored
in a series of environmental contexts
{Moos, 1974). To facilitate positive human
functioning, there is recognition that mental
health practice should attend to the social
implications of a human act and not attend
soley to intra-psychic phenomena largely
divorced from a chient’s natural environ-
ment (Auerswald 1968; Hoffman and Long,
19649). Finally, family and community prac-
titioners have given careful attention to so-
cial networks and acknowledge the influen-
cial role these can play in personal
adjustment and mental well-being (Speck &
Attneave 1973; Caplan, 1974; Saulnier,
1982).

These developments in family and com-
munity mental health practice have chal-
lenged traditional mental health clinical
paradigms and have offered an alternative
orientation to human problems (Haley,
1970). Perhaps the most profound differ-
ence rests in the focus and range of clinical
assessment and problem definition. How
one defines a problem leads ultimately to
the selection of strategies of problem resolu-
tion. If one believes that behavioural prob-
lems rest within and are supported by social

systems, then one must strive to understand
how social systems contribute to beha-
vioural problems and act to ameliorate neg-
ative interactions. If one believes that the in-
dividual 15 the key focus and the central
element in human difficulties, then one ex-
pects basic change to oceur primarily within
the individual and intervention is focused on
the individual. The key issue 1n assessment
then is the degree to which family and envi-
ronmental factors are incorporated into the
definition of the presenting mental health
problem. Traditional mental health treat-
ment has maintained a primary emphasis on
the individual and treatment alternatives
have centered on the person identified as the
patient, Ecological theory suggests that in-
dividual problems are integrally embedded
in social systems such as the family. If posi-
tive and permanent individual behavioural
change is to happen, it must occur in concert
with the expectations and functioning of the
individual’s surrounding social systems.

The family can be reviewed as represent-
ing the meso-system (Bronfenbrenner,
1977) between the individual and the com-
munity. As such it represents a significant
context in the understanding and resolution
of human behavioural difficulties. The fam-
ily therapy movement has provided us with
functional approaches in the assessment and
management of mental health dysfunctions
in what can be considered as humankind’s
most vital social system. Certainly from a
community mental health perspective, the
family represents the first and foremost so-
cial system in which patterns of human be-
haviour, social roles and interpersonal com-
munication are learned and enforced. If
change is to be attained in social functioning
and patterns of communication, this prima-
ry human system is a most appropriate and
relevant target for mental health interven-
tion.

The papers in this monograph move us in
the direction of encompassing a perspective
of “person-in-family-in-environment. ™
The collection is clustered into three main
sections spanning practice, policy and re-



Canadian Journal of Community Mental Health Downloaded from www.cjcmh.com by 18.188.246.27 on 05/17/24

ECOLOGICAL PERSPECTIVES IN FAMILY
AND COMMUNITY MENTAL HEALTH FRACTICE

search themes. The first section, “Family
Treatment and the Social Environment,”
draws attention to the ecological implica-
tions of family mental health treatment,
Kuypers and Bengston reflect on the dyna-
mics of what has been known as the social
breakdown syndrome and how this can be
an important interactional theme in older
families with aging parents. Leahey and
Slive apply an ecological perspective to the
institutional treatment of disturbed adoles-
cents and their families. Dacros and Leves-
que consider necessary support services to
facilitate the entry of the aged into a new en-
vironment; that of a nursing home. Section
two, “‘Current Issucs in Family Practice,”
highlights important contemporary family
themes in mental health services, Schle-
singer reviews factors involyved in success-
ful marriages in the 1980°s, highlights the
findings of a Toronto survey, and sketches
out important interpersonal dynamics
linked to marital satistaction. Czukar details
the social and legal implications surround-
ing public policy in regard to mentally re-
tarded persons right to marry and have chil-
dren. Jehu and Gazan offer a
comprehensive analysis of the factors relat-
ed to the emotional, sexual and interperson-
al adjustment of women who had exper-
ienced sexual assault as a child or
adolescent. Lefebvre and Moral consider
the alteration of family structure at the time
of a child's marriage and the issues inherent

in parent-child separation. The final section
of this collection, “*Research and Family
Practice,” contains two papers which both
describe rescarch methodologies that are
relevant to the study of family systems,
Skinner, Steinhauer, and Santa-Barbara,
present their inventory of family function-
ing “The Family Assessment Measure
(FAM)."" They review the underlying con-
cepts in their operational model, describe
the measurement properties of the FAM
Scale and offer a sample case to explicate
the application of this assessment tool.
White presents marital topography as a al-
ternative approach to family measurement
in which an empirical framework may be
applied to the naturalistic observation of hu-
man systems.

Mental health practioners who focus on
family dynamics and those with key interest
in community congerns in human distress,
are relative newcomers to public mental
health services in Canada. It is our belief
that these two onentations have a great deal
in common, both in their view of the roots
and causes of psychological distress and in
terms of their priorities in the organization
of service delivery. The intent of thas collec-
tion of papers is to offer theoretical and re-
search material that is of mutual interest to
family and community practitioners in Can-
ada to promote conceptual bridging and col-
luborative efforts between these two kin-
dred mental health constituencies.

REFERENCES

Ackerman, N. “Interlocking Pathology in Family Re-
lationships™ in Changing Concepts in Psy-
choanalviic Medicine, Sandor Rodo, G.E.
Draniels (eds), Grune and Siraton, New York,
1956, pp. 135-150.

Ackerman, N. Treating the Troubled Family, Basic
Books, New York, 1966, '
Auerswald, EH. “Interdisciplinary versus Ecological

thpf}r'lm.hch.". Family Process, 1968, 7, pp. 202-

Bateson, G. “Steps 1o an Ecology of Mind,"* Ballan-
tine, New York, 1972,

Bateson, G, Jackson, G, Haley, 1., Weakland, 1. To-
ward @ Theory of Schizophirenia in Behavioral
Science, Vol, 1, 1966, pp. 251-264,

von Bertalanffy, L, " General Systems Theory,” Bra-
ziller, New York. 1968,

Bowen. M. “The Use of Family Theory in Clinical
Practice,” Comprebernsive Povchiairy, 7, pp
345:374, 1966,

Bowen, M. “A Family Concepl of Schizophrenia,™
The Eviology of Schizophrenio, Jackson, [,
{Ed). Basic Books, New York, 1960, pp. 346-
& i je A



~—Canadian Journal of Community Mental Health Downloaded from www.cjcmh.com by 18.188.246.27 on 05/17/24

CANADIAN JOURNAL OF COMMUNITY MENTAL HEALTH

Bronfenbrenner, V. “Toward an Experimental Ecol-
ogy of Human Development,' American Psy-
chologist, 1977, 32, pp. 513-531.

Caplan, G. *'Suppart Systems and Community Mental
Healih," Behavioral Publications, New York,
1974,

Freemun, .5, “Technmicues in Family Thempy,™
Aronson, New York, 1981,

Crermain, C.B. “The Ecological Approach to People-
Environment Transactions,”, Social Cdace-
work, June 1981, pp. 232-331.

Guerin, P.J. " Family Therapy: Theory and Practice,”
Crardner Press, New York, 1976,

Haley, J. *Family Therapy,” Internarional fournal of
Peychiotry, 1970, 9, pp. 233-242,

Hoffman. L, “*Foundations of Family Therapy,'” Basic
Books, MNew York, 1981,

Hoffman, L. and Long, L. “A Systems Dilemma,"
Family Proceys, 1969, 8B, pp. 211-134,
Holahan, C.J., Wilcox, B.L., Spearly, I.L., Camp-
bell, M.D; “The Ecological Perspective in
Community Mental Health,"" Compmunity Men-

il Health Review, 1979, 4, 30 pp; 124,

Jockson, I (Ed. ) The Eticlogy of Schizophrenia, Basic
Books, New York, 1974,

Juckson, 1. “The Study of the Family"' . Family Pro-
cess, 1965, 4, 1-20.

Miller, I.M. Living Svirems, MeGraw-Hill, New York,

1978,

Minuchin, 5. “Fumilies and Family Therapy,” Hir-
vard University Press, Cambridge, 1974,

Moos, R.H. “The Social Climate Scales: An Over-
view, Consulting Psyvchologists Press, Palo
Alto, 1974.

Saulnier, K, ' Networks, Change and Crisis: The Webb
of Support,” Canadian Jowrnal of Cowrrininy
Mensal Health, 1982, 1, 1, pp. 5-23.

Speck, R.V. and Anenave, C.L., " Family Networks, "
Pantheon, Mew York, 1973

Steinglass, P. “The Conceptuslization of Marriage
froom a Syatems Theory Perspective” in Paoling
T. J. and McGrady, B.5. (Eds) “Marmage and
Maritil Therapy,” Brunner/Mazel, New York,

1978.

Wilkinson C.B. and O Conner W.A. "Human Ecol-
opy and Mental lliness,” American Journal of
Pxychiarey, 1982, 139, B, pp. 985-990.

The Journal mourns the loss of a colleague
John T. Hull
a person who made a strong contribution to
Community Mental Health Services in Canada.

La Revue déplore la perte d’un collégue
John T. Hull
une personne qui a largement contribué
au développement de la Santé Mentale
Communautaire au Canada.
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