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Family theory is a collaboration of concepts on what is a family.  Family theorist have used the concept of what a family is to define how to overcome family dilemmas through family therapy developed by the founders of family therapy.  Family theory is used as the root for all issue that individuals seek help through a human service professional.

A family is “any group of persons united by the ties of marriage, blood, or adoption, or any sexually expressive relationship” (DeGenova, 2006, p. 4).  There are different types of families; the most common are nuclear family, single-parent family, or blended family.  Single-parent family is in a household with one parent responsible for one or more children, where as a nuclear family is the ideal concept of a family with two parents responsible for the children (DeGenova, 2006, p. 5).  Blended families, also known as step family, consist of a mixture of single-parent family and nuclear family to form a new family (DeGenova, 2006, p. 5).  The concept of what makes a family is unique, but all families endure similar experiences.  
“Family theorist usually strives for clear and precise definitions, so that they may measure what happens when families are directly observed or when members report their ideas, feeling, and behaviors” (“Purpose of Family Theory”, 2010, para. 1).  There is no clearly defined family theory, but several of concepts that contribute to resolving family dilemmas and factors that resort to an individual crisis.  Structural, functional, interactional, and symbolic elements of what makes a family work either alone or together to form a portion of the family theory, but play only a small role in how to clearly define a family.  The structural element is composed of who is considered part of the family, where theorists are “able to determine the kinds of social groups do not qualify as families and which individuals are in a particular family” (“Meaning of Family”, 2010, para. 2).  The functional element defines the purpose of the family; such as the dynamics of the family as a whole.  For instance, “some relationships are one-sided; one person does most of the giving, and the other the receiving” (DeGenova, 2006, p. 31).  The interactional element recognizes the influential patterns among all of the family members.  “Family theories that rely on an interactional definition includes concepts and variables describing what each participant is doing, how the members influence each other, and the quality of their relationship” (“Meaning of Family”, 2010, para. 6).  The symbolic element identifies the purpose of interacting with others; such as assigning each member or/and establishing a standard that all of the family members follow (DeGenova, 2006, p. 30).  “Family theories based on the symbolic perspective emphasize various languages used to communicate, as well as the many artifacts with symbolic meaning created by families” (“Meaning of Family”, 2010, para. 7).

Just like the theory itself, the founders of family theory are a compilation of work from several family therapists.  These theorists used their research with the family theory to develop family therapy.  “Marriage and family therapy (MFT) is characterized by a unique training and socialization process for those who desire to attain full membership” (Becvar, 2010, para. 1).  Salvador Minuchin and Virginia Satir are noted at the key figure of developing family therapy through their perception of the family theory.  They have inspired numerous followers to develop their own concepts of family theory.  Other theorist who contributed to the family therapy is Jay Haley, Murray Bowen, Nathan Ackerman, Ivan Boszmormenyi-Nagy, John Elderkin Bell, Philip Guerin, Don Jackson, Carl Whitaker, Betty Carter, and Michael White.  Each theorist, including Minuchin and Satir, have their own personal beliefs in how handle family therapy through family theory.  “Minuchin helped us understand that families are structured in ‘subsystems’ with ‘boundaries,’ their members shadowing to steps they do not see,” where as Satir believed that “caring and acceptance were key elements in helping people face their fears and open their hearts to others” (Paratore & Nicholas, 1998).  Jay Haley, a student of Minuchin, believed “it was far more important to get patients to actively do something about their problem rather than help them to understand why they had these problems” (Paratore & Nicholas, 1998).  Jay Haley studied under Gregory Bateson, Milton Erickson, and Salvador Minuchin; he “believed that it was far more important to get patients to actively do something about their problem rather than help them to understand why they had these problems” (Paratore & Nicholas, 1998).  Like Haley, Michael White viewed family therapy as a method to help others realize what we going on in their lives.  White believed he needed to challenge the client’s view of their life into a motivation to change their lifestyle (Paratore & Nicholas, 1998).  Murray Bowen developed the Bowenian models that is the “differentiation of self” which is the “concept of anxious and functional attachment to describe interactional patters in the mother-child relationship…including fathers” (Paratore & Nicholas, 1998).  Carl Whitaker and Nathan Ackerman realized that family therapy needed to be done together as a whole, but Ackerman emphasized that family treatment as the primary treatment where Whitaker focused on the unique dynamics of the family able to be flexible with each other (Paratore & Nicholas, 1998).  Ivan Boszmormenyi-Nagy, a student of Satir, developed “the contextual approach to family therapy, which emphasized the ethical dimension of family development” (Paratore & Nicholas, 1998).  A late bloomer, John Elderkin Bell developed a staged method dealing with family group therapy.  Elderkin based his method on the child-centered stage, parent-centered stage, and family centered stage in which all the family members work together to resolve their issues (Paratore & Nicholas, 1998).  A student of Murray Bowen, Philip Guerin changed family therapy concept of focusing on adults and made it more available to all the members of the family.  Guerin focused on the family issues brought on by the children, adults, and the couple within the family setting (Paratore & Nicholas, 1998).  One of the cofounders of the journal, Family Process, Don Jackson “developed rudimentary family interactional therapy out of his pioneering work with the Palo Alto group and research on schizophrenia” (Paratore & Nicholas, 1998).  A strong believer of the Bowenian model, Betty Carter transitioned her line of work as a social worker into a family therapist to become an advocate for “marital therapy and therapy with remarried couples” (Paratore & Nicholas, 1998).  Carter “emphasized the importance of historical antecedents of family problems and the multigenerational aspects of the life cycle that extended beyond the nuclear family” (Paratore & Nicholas, 1998).  These theorist, along with a few not noted, have developed a widely defined concept of the family theory to establish a unique method for family therapy.
Family theory and family therapy are not clearly defined, but its purpose in the world provides motivation for theorist to redefine how to help resolve conflict within the family setting.  Human service professionals have an abundant amount of resources that they use to better the lives of their clients.  Family Therapy is one of the most used resources that has allowed the client and professional develop a plan of attach to resolve family conflict or/and move forward from their life situation.  The health professionals, like human service professionals, use family theory to treat health concerns.  “For example, in many acute-cares setting ritualistic nursing practice that excludes families and focuses on individuals persists, despite developments in theory and research” (Segaric & Hall, 2005, p. 211).  The health field struggled over the concept of treating the patient as a whole rather than as a disease, but “to date, much of the family nursing literature has been based on research rather than practice” (Segaric & Hall, 2005, p. 212).  Family therapist has influenced change in trends in the health field to focus on the client’s issues by including the family.
Through trial and error, the family therapy procedure based on the family theory has evolved over the years to the client’s benefit.  The concept of family has allowed the theorist to formulate methods to transform the practice of treating the individual on their own and then including the family as part of the treatment.  Family theory may have not been clearly defined, but its procedures that have evolved over time have drastically changed the human service methods to help individuals get out of their current life dilemmas.
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