The Ortiz-Brown Family: Family Patterns, Significant Events, and Concurrent Life Stresses

The Ortiz-Brown family genogram shows family patterns of triangles and relationships, as well as financial success, illness, and culture. When the Ortiz-Brown family applied for therapy, the presenting problem according to the mother (Susan) was that Barbara’s behavior was out of control. The genogram provides a quick visual representation of family factors that are most likely to be playing a role in the current stress.

1. Noncomplementary sibling positions of the parents: Both Peter and Susan are oldest children who are probably most comfortable when they are taking charge.

2. Anniversary reaction (“Significant Events”):

· Both grandfathers’ deaths occurred within a day of Barbara’s birthdate. This date also coincides with the date they applied for treatment.

· Peter’s family migrated from Cuba when he was 14, the same age that Barbara (the IP) is now.

· Susan’s cut-off with her mother and Carol’s illness both occurred the same year as Barbara’s birth.

· In addition to all these stresses, Peter’s business failed the year Barbara was born and now again he has lost his job.

The anniversary dates may be creating anxiety about repetition of life cycle events.

3. Multigenerational triangles:

· Barbara has a close relationship with her father and a hostile relationship with her mother. Mother and father (Peter and Susan) are distant.

· Susan had a close relationship with her father but is cut off from her mother, and her parents were distant.

· Peter had a close relationship with his mother and a distant relationship with his father; his mother and father’s relationship was hostile.

· Peter’s sister, a successful lawyer, had a close relationship with her father and a distant relationship with her mother; her parents’ relationship was hostile.

· Barbara is close to her father and her paternal grandmother, which reinforces her hostile relationship with her mother, Susan.

4. The concurrence of life stress events:

· Cynthia is leaving for college this year; this may be putting more stress on Barbara and her parents.

· Peter recently lost his job; he also had a business failure the year Barbara was born.

5. An imbalance between overfunctioners and underfunctioners:

· Peter’s sister is a very successful lawyer (an overfunctioner) and she was his father’s favorite.

· Peter has had business failures and is currently unemployed (an underfunctioner). His favorite child is Barbara. Is Cynthia an overfunctioner?

6. Patterns:

· Note that the youngest daughters in the family all have had psychosomatic symptoms: Peter’s youngest sister suffered from asthma since childhood, like Stephanie, his youngest daughter.

· Susan’s youngest sister has severe colitis and her symptoms began in 1989, the same year that Susan and her mother had a falling out and were cut off from each other.

The process of collecting information using a genogram is therapeutic in itself. Often the conversation about repetition of family patterns, significant events, and concurrent life stresses that occurs while doing the genogram will help families to see multiple possibilities and outcomes. When Susan applied for treatment for her daughter, Barbara, she was focused on Barbara’s “out of control” behavior. Through the telling of their stories, Susan and Peter saw that Barbara’s bad behavior was a manifestation, or symptom, of the family stresses related to finances, Cynthia’s leaving for college, and triangle relationships.

As Susan discovered that she and Peter were repeating the patterns from their families of origin, she began to see the problem in a new way. She wanted to develop a good relationship with her daughter. She did not want a repetition of her relationship with her mother. When Susan and Peter realized they were repeating family patterns of behavior in their triangle relationship with Barbara, they were able to work together to change their relationship. As Susan and Peter came together, Barbara’s position changed. She could no longer depend on her father as an ally while she maintained a hostile relationship her mother. As a result, Barbara’s behavior and her relationship with Susan improved.

Although Susan had described her relationship with Peter as distant, they really loved each other and were committed to their marriage. When they began to confer more as parents, and to agree on how to raise their children, they grew closer and their marriage was improved.
















