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Testimonial submitted by R. Wayne Baldwin, M.S.W. during the review process:  

I have been quietly amazed that we have just recognized the power and usefulness of this instrument. I have done them in investigations, especially where serious child maltreatment issues were present.  There are different sides or dimensions to the Genogram that once mastered, make the tool invaluable in gleaning a true to life picture of family dynamics and functions.  I never do an initial Genogram with more than one person in the family at a time. I have found invariably that there are elements in the family tree that the spouse or significant other are not fully aware of. Their presence in this operation would serve only to squelch the truths...or the subject's perception of the truths from coming out. This of course depends on the effectiveness of the clinician at joining the individual and cultivating an informal, 'safe' environment.  In doing the Genogram, I like to encompass at least four generations: 1) Subject’s Siblings, 2) Parents with aunts and uncles, 3) Grandparents, 4) and lastly the subject's own children.  

Here is my method and some dimensions you may find interesting:

· Beginning the Genogram:   I find it best to glean the 'lighter side' of the family tree ... you get raw facts about relatives that may prove useful as the case matures (say for possible relative placement). Along with ... say names, approximate ages, residence, I learn of the 'good stuff' ... what the person being interviewed is 'proud' about ... accomplishments ... good qualities.   This serves to subconsciously lower the client's defenses as the person begins using the sides of their brain to recollect pleasant memories ... emotions that give them peace and fill them with a sense of 'goodness'. As the person feels these emotions you find a synergistic effect taking place: where the person begins (in this current stressful situation...investigation) to 'self medicate' & find this process to be a pleasant distraction from the intrusiveness of the CPS investigation. The more family members your subject has knowledge of the better. As you glean information, you disarm the person so that you can tactfully begin broaching some of the more unpleasant issues that are lodged in the history of the family tree.

· While I have the subject in this frame of mind  I want to reach a 'culmination' ... the apex of this experience. I ask them for two "Family Achievers" ... one from their maternal family and one from their paternal family. I ask them to elaborate on why this person is the "Family Achiever". 

· I always find it best before we leave these "positive" sides of the subject's family ... to begin construction of their significant other's Genogram ... from the Subject’s perception ... without their mate being in the dialogue (or room for that matter). I ask them for the "Family Achievers" in their mate's family. I have found ... again ... almost invariably that spouses or significant others seem to make the transition from discussing the 'positive' to the dysfunctional part of the family best when the transition is less personal ... i.e. the mate's family ..."not mine". It seems that often times ... the latent anger or resentment that dysfunctional couples harbor comes out quite pleasurably when I begin asking about dysfunctional issues in the mate's family. I ask about those issues any professional in our field recognize go hand in hand ... "who drinks?" ... "bad?" ... "so his uncle is an alcoholic?" ... "cheats on his wife ... hits her ... his children  ... refuses child support" so forth and so on. As I get a load of information about the disfunctionality of the mate's family ... divorce ... multiple partners ... sexual/physical abuse ... this naturally leads us into discussing who the "Black Sheep" of the family is in the mate's family. 

· I have found that families that have a high contrast between 'normal' family members and their designated "Family Achievers", there is Always a polar opposite in the family ... the "Black Sheep" of the family. Those families that have a low contrast with the "Family Achiever" usually have difficulty also designating the "Black Sheep". There are a couple of reasons for this: either the family is unusually homogeneous, or this is a flag that the Clinician has not effectively joined with the subject. If the latter is the case, the subject is using a variety of defense mechanisms to effectively screen the clinician's perception of their family.

· After I gather the "Black Sheep" of the family about the mate's family from my subject's perspective, I transition to the lighter side of Dysfunction in the subject's own family. Some clients require this transition to be gradual ... below their radar screen if you would. With some clients, the clinician can be quite abrupt. It depends on the quality of bonding the clinician has established with the subject ... and / or the amount of hostility the subject may feel for his or her own family. The clinician should have a rough approximation of latent hostility the client reserves for their family of origin this deep into the interview process.   The clinician gathers as much information as possible from the subject regarding types and degrees of family dysfunction as possible without rupturing the all-important bond they have cultivated. At this point ... I have not broached the subject family system. that is .. the "nuclear family" that the clinician has a referral on. This is last.

· By gathering the Family Achievers and the Black Sheep of the family, the subject is unwittingly revealing their Value System. This is important information for the clinician. It reveals personal STRENGTHS and WEAKNESSES in the Subject ... it reveals How the Subject Rates or View themselves. This is important information when Case Planning ... when the time comes. 

· I then have this subject leave the room and make the transition to the Mate, who then becomes my subject. The above pattern is repeated. I never let mates see the Genogram that I put together on their mates ... until the whole process is complete. Once the process is complete, I get them both into the room and secure their permissions to share their family trees with each other. While doing this, I protect the two subjects from feelings of violation with statements along the lines, "He was not sure about your family.... But I see that you guys agreed of this ... I am glad that you guys are so free and honest with each other" or "He wasn't sure about this ... and it might well be wrong but I see that there is a difference in the two of yours perceptions of your Uncle Tom ... did he drink a bit too much sometimes?”. If done tactfully, this is a time when the person reveals what he was hesitant about revealing in the initial interview. I NEVER insist that the mate was right about the dysfunction. This could have negative repercussions in the relationship after they leave the office. I ALWAYS apologies for the mate if the dysfunction is out right denied by the subject of the Genogram. I do remember this as grist for the mill when evaluating the family. This reveals either that the Subject is protecting self and family of origin (as an extension of self) ... or that the mate was remembering facts and rumors (family gossip) and got the attributes of the mate's family members confused.

I have found the Genogram a useful instrument on many different levels:

· As you converse in the interview, 'joining' with the family, the subject is distracted from the investigation, lowers defenses and reveals information that normally would not come out.

· It reveals the systemic pattern of specific types and qualities of family dysfunction.

· It serves to lower the subject's defenses ... "distracting" them from the fact that you are doing an actual investigation.

· If done right ... is actually a Self-Growth Tool for the subject. I have had subjects (male and female) actually break down in sobbing cordial tears as they see their family ... right out of their own heads ... mapped out ... when the patterns of family dysfunction is concretely presented to them. As an investigator of child maltreatment, we are not therapists ... but this tool has a definite therapeutic value. Good for them to get a copy of it to take to their mental health therapist for discussion.

· If there is alcohol issues .... Illegal drug issues ... Domestic Violence ... Sexual Abuse issues in the family that crosses generation lines OR is prevalent across a single generation line ... it increases the odds that the subjects are PRONE to such behavior or PRONE to not detect the flags of such behavior in their nuclear family. Part of the idea is that if there is not a contrast of Healthy Family Functioning to serve as a backdrop .... then the subtle behavioral flags of say .... Sexual abuse ... are not "unusual" for the subject. There is an increase threshold of awareness .... something outlandish would have to happen for them to spot the flags of sexual abuse (such as walking in on it as it happens). This is pertinent information for the clinician when pondering the types of SAFETY PLANS that would be appropriate for this family.  
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