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Beyond intution and tradition

A close look at the epistemological and methodological 
foundations for the field of family therapy

Challenge us to move beyond 
intuition and tradition

In order to secure a field that remains 
deeply human and relational at the same 
time as being anchored in research and 
evidence 



The future of family therapy 
depends on our ability to bring 
together the richness of our 
systemic traditions with the 
grounding of empirical evidence

Family Process, 
62(3), 947-960

Lorås et al., 2023



Systemic practice has been 
defined almost exclusively as a 
practice discipline, with theory 

derived from practice

Carmela Flaskas, 2005



Family Process, 62(3), 
947-960. 

Family Process, 62(3), 
961-975

Journal of Family 
Therapy, 46, 89- 102



Systemic therapy 
tends to drift away 

from the field of 
psychiatry

Bertrando, 2009
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Systematically 
collected 
research- based 
knowledge
The professional 
experience we 
bring into the room

Evidence-based practice

03
The wishes and 
needs of clients in 
each situations





Our theories are never 
stronger than the empirical 

research that supports them



To think systemically means that 
both research and practice embrace 
the ambiguity and complexity of the 
relative tasks involved in each and to 

embrace a larger whole
Sexton, 2012, p. 62



Critical realism can help us move beyond 
the false choice between postmodernism 

and naive positivism
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Systematically 
collected 
research- based 
knowledge

The professional 
experience we 
bring into the room

Integrative Systemic 
Therapy (IST)

The wishes and 
needs of clients in 
each situations



“Big relations and small relations, 
it’s all the same thing… For study 
purposes you have to work with 

small ones sometimes, then 
people blame you for working 

with small ones. Then you start 
working with big ones, and they 
blame you for being a mystic. It’s 

all the same business…”
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Methodological breadth: we need 
qualitative, quantitative, and mixed-
method studies – all enriching each 
other.

Evidence requirements: clients, 
society, and health systems expect 
our practice to rest on the best 
available knowledge.

Methodological 
breadth

Complementarity: different research 
traditions should not compete, but 
complement one another in 
strengthening systemic practice.

Theory: We must base our methods on 
empirically supported theories. One 
such framework is family systems 
theory.


