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Examples of Play Genograms

Play Genogram No. 2: Jenny
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For Play Genogram No. 2 the Identified Patient (whom I [SP] will call Jenny) is a thirteen-year-old girl in foster care. Jenny had been in several foster homes when she was younger, and she has been in her current foster home for almost two years. Her biological mother had been in treatment for substance abuse and was recently convicted of selling drugs. She will be in prison for at least a few years. Her current foster family has agreed to keep her in long-term placement. Jenny is depressed and is easily angered. She is getting into trouble in school, arguing with classmates and refusing to do her schoolwork. She declined individual therapy, saying that “talking about things” is useless because nothing will change. However, she agreed to family therapy with the other foster children in the home. In this session, only Jenny and a nine-year-old boy (Joey) participated because they were the only foster children currently living in this home.

I drew the family’s genogram on a large sheet of paper, starting with Jenny and Joey, the foster parents, and their biological daughter, Nancy. I asked Jenny and Joey to add anyone they wished to include in the genogram. They added three foster children who had previously been in the home (Steven, Jonathan, and Caroline). Next I asked them to “choose a miniature that best shows your thoughts and feelings about everyone in the family, including yourself.”


During the process of making their selections, Jenny and Joey talked about their choices for the other foster children who had been in the home. They agreed on Humpty-Dumpty for Jonathan because he was “cute and round.” They chose a clown for Caroline because she had a cloth clown that she took to bed with her. They wondered if she still liked to sleep with it. I observed their interaction but did not comment. The process was therapeutic in itself, as it gave them the opportunity to talk about their feelings and to reminisce about the other children who had lived with them.

When they were finished choosing the miniatures, I asked them in an open-ended way to “tell me about your choices.” Jenny stated that she chose the Little Mermaid for herself because she feels like she is “under water” and that no one understands her. She went on to say that if the Mermaid came out of water to live on dry land she would die. The metaphor facilitated a therapeutic conversation in a way that would not have been possible if Jenny were speaking directly about her own feelings. Remember that she had refused therapy because “talking about things” was useless.

Joey chose a fierce figure carrying a weapon for himself, stating that if he had that weapon he would always win. I understood this to mean he would feel safe. Jenny and Joey expressed their feelings about their fears, losses, and feelings of abandonment. They also spoke about their strengths. Joey had chosen the Cinderella figure to represent Jenny, saying that Cinderella is “pretty and nice.” For their foster mother Joey picked a bride and Jenny chose a powerful female figure with a weapon. Jenny described her foster mother as “a strong lady.” For their foster father Joey chose a groom and Jenny chose Bullwinkle. Jenny said that her foster father was funny and easygoing like the cartoon character.

Jenny, at thirteen yeas of age, was able to use metaphors choosing each miniature to represent her feelings for the person. Joey’s selections were more concrete, as would be expected for a nine-year-old. The play genogram is a good tool for working with children and families at various developmental levels. In future sessions I can refer to the figures in the play genogram to help Jenny further process her feelings in a nonthreatening way.
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