
second order change in family therapy

second order change in family therapy represents a profound shift in the way family dynamics are

understood and addressed in therapeutic settings. Unlike first order change, which involves superficial

or behavioral modifications within existing family structures, second order change aims to transform the

underlying rules, patterns, and relationships that govern family interactions. This type of change is

essential for achieving lasting improvements in family functioning and resolving entrenched conflicts. In

family therapy, recognizing and facilitating second order change requires a nuanced approach that

challenges established assumptions and encourages new ways of relating. This article explores the

concept of second order change in family therapy, its theoretical foundations, practical applications,

and the distinctions that set it apart from first order change. The discussion will also cover strategies

therapists use to promote deep systemic transformation and the implications for clinical practice.
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Understanding Second Order Change in Family Therapy

Second order change in family therapy refers to a fundamental transformation in the family system's

structure, rules, or belief systems rather than mere modifications of behavior. This change alters the



way family members relate to each other and perceive their roles within the family unit. It involves

shifting the system’s organization so that new patterns of interaction emerge, often leading to

sustainable improvements in communication, problem-solving, and emotional connection.

Typically, second order change addresses the root causes of dysfunction by modifying the family's

foundational processes rather than applying temporary fixes. It requires a systemic perspective,

viewing the family as an interrelated whole where change in one part affects the entire system.

Therapists focus on disrupting entrenched feedback loops and encouraging novel ways of engagement

among family members.

Defining Characteristics

Second order change is characterized by a qualitative shift in family dynamics. Key features include:

Transformation of family rules and roles

Alteration of the family’s organizational structure

Emergence of new interaction patterns

Long-term and sustainable change

Increased adaptability and flexibility within the family system

Theoretical Foundations of Second Order Change

The concept of second order change originates from systems theory and cybernetics, which

emphasize the importance of feedback loops and system organization in understanding human

behavior. In family therapy, these theories provide a framework for recognizing how families maintain



stability through patterns that often perpetuate dysfunction.

Second order change involves altering the system's governing rules, thus creating new feedback loops

and enabling different outcomes. This contrasts with first order change, which only adjusts behaviors

without changing systemic organization. Prominent family therapy models, such as the Milan Systemic

approach and Strategic Family Therapy, incorporate the notion of second order change to facilitate

deeper transformation.

Systems Theory and Cybernetics

Systems theory views the family as a complex, self-regulating system. Change in one element affects

others, necessitating an understanding of relational patterns. Cybernetics introduces the idea of

feedback loops, where families maintain homeostasis by reinforcing existing behaviors and rules.

Second order change disrupts these loops to enable systemic reorganization.

Application in Family Therapy Models

Several therapeutic models emphasize second order change:

Strategic Family Therapy: Focuses on altering family hierarchies and communication patterns.

Milan Systemic Therapy: Emphasizes changing family beliefs and rules through circular

questioning and hypothesizing.

Structural Family Therapy: Targets the restructuring of family subsystems and boundaries.



Differences Between First and Second Order Change

Understanding the distinction between first and second order change is critical in family therapy. While

both aim to improve family functioning, their scope and impact differ significantly. First order change

involves adjustments within the existing system, whereas second order change transforms the system

itself.

First Order Change

First order change is often behavioral and surface-level. It includes changes such as modifying

communication styles, improving time management, or adjusting specific behaviors without altering the

family’s overarching rules or structure. These changes tend to be temporary and may not address

deeper systemic issues.

Second Order Change

Second order change, by contrast, alters the family’s fundamental organization. It changes the “rules

of the game” — how decisions are made, who holds power, and how conflicts are resolved. This type

of change is more difficult to achieve but results in more enduring and meaningful improvements in

family health.

Comparison Summary

Scope: First order change modifies behaviors; second order change modifies structures and1.

rules.

Duration: First order change is often temporary; second order change is lasting.2.

Complexity: First order change is simpler and more immediate; second order change requires3.



deep systemic work.

Impact: Second order change produces broader systemic effects than first order change.4.

Techniques to Facilitate Second Order Change in Therapy

Therapists employ specific strategies to encourage second order change in family therapy. These

methods focus on disrupting dysfunctional patterns and promoting new perspectives and behaviors

within the family system.

Reframing and Relabeling

Reframing involves changing the way family members perceive problems and interactions. By altering

interpretations, therapists help families see issues from new angles, challenging entrenched beliefs

and promoting openness to change.

Circular Questioning

This technique uncovers relational patterns and feedback loops by asking questions that reveal how

family members influence each other. Circular questioning helps families recognize systemic dynamics,

enabling them to understand how change in one part affects the whole.

Interrupting Feedback Loops

Therapists identify and disrupt repetitive negative feedback loops that maintain dysfunction. This

disruption opens space for new interactions and behaviors to emerge, facilitating structural and

relational shifts within the family.



Enactments and Role Plays

Role plays allow families to act out scenarios that reveal underlying dynamics. Enactments provide

experiential insight into family patterns and promote experimentation with new ways of relating.

Encourage awareness of systemic patterns

Challenge existing family rules and roles

Promote flexible and adaptive behaviors

Support collaborative problem-solving

Challenges and Considerations in Implementing Second Order

Change

Facilitating second order change in family therapy presents unique challenges. Deep systemic change

can provoke resistance as family members may fear losing familiar roles and structures. Therapists

must navigate these dynamics carefully to foster trust and openness.

Resistance to Change

Families often resist second order change because it requires confronting long-held beliefs and

patterns. Resistance may manifest as denial, avoidance, or conflict. Therapists must use empathetic

communication and gradual interventions to reduce resistance.



Therapist Competence and Flexibility

Successful facilitation of second order change demands advanced clinical skills and adaptability.

Therapists must be skilled in systemic thinking, cultural sensitivity, and strategic intervention to guide

families through complex transformations.

Maintaining Therapeutic Alliance

The therapeutic relationship is critical when encouraging second order change. Maintaining a strong

alliance helps families feel supported and safe, increasing the likelihood of embracing systemic

change.

Ethical Considerations

Therapists should respect family autonomy while encouraging change. Balancing intervention with

respect for family values and boundaries is essential to ethical practice.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is second order change in family therapy?

Second order change in family therapy refers to a fundamental transformation in the family system's

structure or rules, leading to a new way of interacting and functioning, rather than just a temporary

adjustment or symptom reduction.

How does second order change differ from first order change in family

therapy?

First order change involves superficial or behavioral modifications within the existing family system,



while second order change entails altering the underlying family rules, roles, and patterns, resulting in

a more profound and lasting transformation.

Why is second order change important in family therapy?

Second order change is important because it addresses the root causes of dysfunctional family

dynamics, enabling sustainable improvements and preventing relapse by transforming the system itself

rather than only managing symptoms.

What therapeutic techniques promote second order change in family

therapy?

Techniques such as strategic interventions, reframing, paradoxical interventions, and circular

questioning are commonly used to challenge and shift family rules and patterns, thereby facilitating

second order change.

Can second order change occur spontaneously or does it require

therapist intervention?

While second order change can sometimes occur spontaneously due to significant life events,

therapist-guided interventions are typically crucial in helping families recognize and modify their

underlying interaction patterns to achieve lasting change.

How can therapists assess if second order change has occurred in

family therapy?

Therapists assess second order change by observing shifts in family interaction patterns, changes in

family roles and rules, increased flexibility in communication, and the family's ability to adapt to new

situations without reverting to old dysfunctional behaviors.



Additional Resources

1. Second Order Change: A Metaframework for Family Therapy

This book delves into the concept of second order change as a transformative process within family

therapy. It distinguishes between first order changes, which are surface-level adjustments, and second

order changes that restructure the family system itself. The author provides theoretical foundations

alongside practical case studies, making it a valuable resource for both students and practitioners.

2. Transformations in Family Therapy: Achieving Second Order Change

Focused on the practical application of second order change, this title explores intervention strategies

that therapists can use to foster deep, systemic shifts in family dynamics. It emphasizes the therapist’s

role in facilitating reflective processes that lead to reorganization of family patterns. Rich with clinical

examples, the book bridges theory and practice effectively.

3. Systems Thinking and Second Order Change in Family Therapy

This book integrates systems theory with the concept of second order change, explaining how families

operate as complex systems. It discusses how therapists can identify leverage points within these

systems to promote lasting change. The text is particularly useful for those interested in the theoretical

underpinnings of family therapy approaches.

4. Beyond Behavior: The Role of Second Order Change in Family Therapy

Highlighting the limitations of behavioral modifications, this book argues for deeper structural changes

within family systems to achieve sustainable outcomes. It presents methods to move beyond symptom

relief toward systemic transformation. The work is supported by empirical research and extensive

clinical experience.

5. Innovations in Family Therapy: Embracing Second Order Change

This volume showcases cutting-edge approaches and innovations that prioritize second order change

in therapeutic work with families. It includes contributions from leading experts who share novel

techniques and conceptual frameworks. The book is ideal for clinicians seeking to expand their

therapeutic repertoire.



6. Family Therapy and the Dynamics of Second Order Change

Examining the dynamic processes involved in second order change, this book offers insights into how

families evolve through therapy. It explores the interplay between therapist interventions and family

system responses. The text combines narrative case studies with theoretical discussions, providing a

comprehensive overview.

7. Second Order Change: The Key to Lasting Family Therapy Outcomes

This book emphasizes the importance of second order change as the foundation for enduring

therapeutic success. It outlines strategies to facilitate shifts in family rules, roles, and communication

patterns. The author also addresses common challenges therapists face when attempting to induce

systemic change.

8. Metaphors and Models for Second Order Change in Family Therapy

Focusing on the use of metaphors and models, this book illustrates how conceptual tools can aid in

understanding and promoting second order change. It discusses various theoretical perspectives and

their application in clinical settings. The approach encourages creativity and flexibility in therapeutic

practice.

9. Facilitating Second Order Change: Techniques for Family Therapists

A practical guide, this book offers step-by-step techniques designed to help therapists guide families

through second order change processes. It includes exercises, dialogue examples, and intervention

plans tailored to diverse family structures. This resource is particularly beneficial for novice therapists

seeking actionable methods.
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