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Why Child & Family Social Work?
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• Signs of Safety

• Family Group Conferencing
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• Relationship-based SW Practice

• Adverse Childhood Experiences
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Outline for today

Setting the context: what is a systemic approach? Dr Suzanne Mooney (QUB)

Voices from practice in NI: 

Megan Quinn (BHSCT)

Tara Murphy (SHSCT)

What is the evidence? Dr Stephen Coulter (QUB)

Voices from practice in NI: 

Karen Bowd (SEHSCT)

Building a systemic orientation in family & childcare: Jennifer McKinney 

(WHSCT/QUB)



…. maximising therapeutic benefit in everyday practice with 

individuals (children & adults) and ‘families’

What is a 

systemic 

approach?Systemic Practice
Years 1 & 2

PG Cert & PG Dip

Foundation & Intermediate

Specialist Award

& Family Therapy

Years 3 & 4

MSc Systemic Psychotherapy

Qualifying-level

Strategy & Leadership Award



A systemic approach…

• helps people in close relationships to 

better understand and support each 

other

• enables family members to express 

and explore difficult thoughts and 

emotions safely, understand each 

other’s experiences and views, 

appreciate each other’s needs, build 

on family strengths, and work together 

to make useful changes in their 

relationships and their lives.

(Association of Family Therapy – What is family therapy leaflet)



A systemic approach… an applied practice framework

Systemic approach is not a 

question of how many 

people are present 

but a theoretical framework 

which informs what the 

practitioner does

… it provides a framework 

for thinking about how to 

create change

Direct work with individual 

children

Direct work with 

parents/caregivers

Direct work with ‘family’

 Indirect work with the 

professional network –

consultation, reflective practice, 

group/team supervision



Who is ‘family’? - thinking network

Family therapists understand that different people have different ideas 

about what ‘family’ means. 

So ‘family’ is used to describe any group of people who care about each other and call 

themselves a family. 

As well as parents and children of all ages, they may also involve grandparents, brothers and 

sisters, uncles and aunts, cousins, friends, neighbours, carers, and other professionals.

They try to include whoever is important to the family.

(Association of Family Therapy, What is Family Therapy leaflet)

Who are the important people in this person’s life? 

• those we see & those we don’t



‘Doing’ family (rather than ‘being’ family): 

thinking about family ‘practices’

N.B. All people ‘do’ family differently

• All families are utterly diverse and unique

How does this family ‘do’ care-giving?

• ‘doing’ meal times? ‘doing’ bed times?

• ‘doing’ Mum/Dad/big brother/big sister/aunt?

• ‘doing’ love? ‘doing’ comfort? ‘doing’ affection?

• ‘doing’ safety? ‘doing’ encouragement? ‘doing’ specialness?



• TOWARDS A SYSTEMIC VIEW 

- CORE IDEAS
‘Families’ are important



• TOWARDS A SYSTEMIC VIEW 

- CORE IDEAS

‘Families’ are important

…in child & family social 

work?

Strengthening caregiving network relationships

… using our relationship to 

support theirs



Contemporary systemic approach 

Systemic 
Theory

Reflexive 
Practice

Applied  

Skills

An applied relational & 

interactional approach:

• Theory that helps 

consider the problems 

in people’s lives

• Skills and techniques

to help us practice – to 

bring about change



Thinking about presenting problems or behaviours             

individual

family

Community 
context 

Socio-political 
context

Dominant discourses re. 
gender/ability/race/ethnicity/
social class/age

LIFE COURSE

Relational & interactional



Intersectionality 

& power



1. Relationship maps

- Family maps (genograms)
- Social network maps                                                                                                          
(ecomaps)

2. Timeline / Life maps

3. Preferred futures

4. Feedback form

Family Life Stories:

workbook & guidance

Parents 

are 

important

Parenting 

is tough

‘Doing’ 

family

Staying ‘curious’



Talking about adversity & trauma

Alcohol and 

drug use?

Domestic 

Violence?
Abuse? 

Neglect?

Death? 

Loss?

Trauma?
Separation?

Imprisonment?

SHAME

BLAME

GUILT

STIGMA

POWERLESSNESS



Who were/are the 

important people

in your life?

Allows us to ask questions about 
important people and events

Who are the important people 
in your life?

What was it like growing up 
in your house?



Life over-time:

• Good times?

• Hard times?

Connecting past and present…

Thinking 

transitions



...& preferred futures

If we were to future-gaze to 5 years time,

and I were to meet you and  

things were going really well…

what would life look like…?

(Name of each person and family as a whole)

What might help you get there?

What might get in the way?

What needs to happen next?



Everything we do in a relationship 

either strengthens it or weakens it.


