narrative therapy with children and
their families

narrative therapy with children and their families is an innovative and
compassionate approach to counseling that focuses on the stories individuals
and families tell about their lives. This therapeutic model emphasizes
understanding and reshaping these narratives to empower children and their
family members, fostering resilience and positive change. Narrative therapy
with children and their families encourages collaboration between the
therapist, the child, and their caregivers, creating a safe space to explore
identity, relationships, and challenges. By externalizing problems and
highlighting strengths, this approach helps families rewrite their stories in
more hopeful and constructive ways. This article explores the principles,
techniques, benefits, and applications of narrative therapy with children and
their families, providing a comprehensive overview for practitioners,
educators, and caregivers. The sections below will guide readers through the
core concepts, therapeutic processes, and the impact of this approach on
family dynamics and child development.
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Understanding Narrative Therapy

Narrative therapy is a form of psychotherapy that centers on the stories
people construct and live by, which shape their identities and experiences.
It operates on the premise that problems are separate from the individual,
allowing children and families to view difficulties as external challenges
rather than intrinsic flaws. This externalization process is crucial in
narrative therapy with children and their families, as it reduces blame and
opens pathways for change. Developed in the 1980s by Michael White and David
Epston, narrative therapy emphasizes the importance of language, meaning-
making, and the social context in shaping personal narratives. The approach
helps children and their families identify dominant narratives that may be



limiting or harmful and encourages the creation of alternative, more
empowering stories.

The Role of Storytelling in Therapy

Storytelling is central to narrative therapy, offering children and families
a way to express their experiences and emotions. Through telling stories,
individuals make sense of their lives and the challenges they face. Narrative
therapy with children and their families harnesses this natural human
tendency by facilitating conversations that reveal multiple perspectives and
hidden strengths within each story. Therapists guide participants in
exploring the impact of their stories and in reconstructing narratives that
promote healing and growth.

Externalization of Problems

One of the hallmark techniques in narrative therapy is externalizing
problems, which involves separating the issue from the person or family unit.
This technique helps reduce stigma and defensiveness, enabling children and
their families to address problems collaboratively. For example, rather than
saying "You are anxious," a therapist might encourage thinking about "The
anxiety" as an external force that the child can confront and manage. This
shift in perspective is particularly effective in creating a supportive
environment for change.

Core Principles of Narrative Therapy with
Children

Narrative therapy with children and their families is grounded in several key
principles that guide the therapeutic process. These principles ensure that
therapy is respectful, empowering, and developmentally appropriate for
children and their unique family contexts.

Respect for the Child's Voice

Children are viewed as experts in their own lives. Narrative therapy
prioritizes listening carefully to the child’s stories, validating their
feelings and perspectives. This respect fosters trust and encourages children
to engage actively in therapy, making it a collaborative process rather than
a prescriptive intervention.



Non-Blaming Approach

The therapy avoids blaming children or family members for problems. Instead,
it focuses on how external factors or societal narratives influence the
challenges faced by the family. This approach reduces guilt and
defensiveness, enabling families to work together constructively.

Strengths and Resilience Focus

Therapists help children and families identify and amplify their strengths,
skills, and resources. By highlighting resilience factors, narrative therapy
promotes confidence and hope, which are essential for overcoming
difficulties.

Techniques Used in Narrative Therapy for
Families

Narrative therapy employs various techniques tailored to the needs of
children and their families. These methods facilitate storytelling,
externalization, and the creation of new narratives that support positive
change.

Mapping the Influence of the Problem

This technique involves exploring how the problem affects the child’s life
and relationships. By mapping these influences, therapists and families gain
clarity on the problem's impact and can strategize ways to reduce its
effects.

Unique Outcomes Identification

Therapists help families find exceptions to the problem-saturated
story—moments when the problem did not dominate. These unique outcomes
highlight the family’s capabilities and provide a foundation for constructing
alternative narratives.



Re-Authoring Conversations

Re-authoring involves co-creating new stories that reflect the child’s and
family’s preferred values and hopes. This process empowers families to
envision a future less constrained by past difficulties.

Use of Metaphors and Creative Expression

Particularly with children, therapists may incorporate metaphors, drawings,
or play to facilitate expression and understanding. Such creative methods
make abstract concepts tangible and engage children in the therapeutic
process.

Benefits of Narrative Therapy with Children and
Their Families

Narrative therapy offers numerous advantages when working with children and
their families, enhancing emotional well-being and familial relationships.

e Enhanced Communication: Encourages open dialogue between children and
caregivers, improving understanding and connection.

e Increased Empowerment: Helps children and families reclaim agency over
their lives and challenges.

e Reduced Stigma: Externalizing problems diminishes feelings of blame and
shame.

e Strengthened Resilience: Highlights coping skills and past successes.

e Improved Problem Solving: Facilitates collaborative approaches to
resolving difficulties.

These benefits contribute to healthier family dynamics and support the
child’s emotional and social development.

Applications and Case Examples

Narrative therapy with children and their families can be applied in diverse



settings, including schools, clinical environments, and community programs.
It is effective for addressing a wide range of issues such as anxiety,
behavioral challenges, trauma, and family conflict.

School-Based Interventions

In educational environments, narrative therapy helps children articulate
their experiences related to bullying, academic pressure, or social
difficulties. Engaging families in this process promotes a holistic support
system for the child.

Clinical Settings

Clinicians use narrative therapy to assist families coping with mental health
disorders, grief, or chronic illness. Through collaborative storytelling,
families can find meaning and hope amidst adversity.

Community Programs

Community-based initiatives incorporate narrative therapy to empower at-risk
youth and their families, fostering social inclusion and personal growth.

Challenges and Considerations in Practice

While narrative therapy with children and their families is highly effective,
practitioners must navigate certain challenges and ethical considerations to
ensure successful outcomes.

Developmental Appropriateness

Therapists must tailor techniques to the child’s age, cognitive level, and
cultural background to facilitate meaningful engagement and comprehension.

Family Dynamics

Complex family relationships may require careful handling to maintain safety
and promote cooperation. Therapists need to be sensitive to power imbalances



and conflicting narratives within the family.

Maintaining Professional Boundaries

Balancing empathy with objectivity is crucial to support the family without
becoming overly involved or directive.

Time and Resource Constraints

Narrative therapy may require multiple sessions and commitment from all
family members, which can be challenging in certain contexts.

Ethical Considerations

Ensuring confidentiality, informed consent, and cultural competence are
essential components of ethical practice in narrative therapy.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is narrative therapy and how is it applied with
children and their families?

Narrative therapy is a collaborative counseling approach that views people as
separate from their problems and encourages them to re-author their life
stories. With children and their families, it involves exploring the child's
experiences and relationships to identify dominant problem-saturated
narratives and developing alternative, empowering stories that promote
resilience and positive change.

What are the benefits of using narrative therapy
with children?

Narrative therapy helps children externalize their problems, reducing blame
and shame, and empowers them to become the authors of their own stories. It
fosters self-esteem, improves communication within families, and supports
emotional healing by highlighting strengths and abilities rather than
deficits.



How can families be involved effectively in
narrative therapy sessions with children?

Families can be involved by participating in collaborative storytelling,
reflecting on shared experiences, and supporting the child's re-authoring
process. Therapists encourage open dialogue, validate each member's
perspective, and help families develop new, positive narratives that
strengthen their relationships and collective resilience.

What techniques are commonly used in narrative
therapy with children and families?

Common techniques include externalization (separating the problem from the
person), deconstruction (examining and questioning dominant narratives),
unique outcomes (highlighting exceptions to problem stories), and re-
authoring conversations that encourage new meanings and solutions. Creative
tools like drawing, storytelling, and role-playing are also used to engage
children.

How does narrative therapy address cultural and
social factors in working with children and
families?

Narrative therapy recognizes the influence of cultural, social, and political
contexts on individuals' stories. It respects diverse backgrounds by
exploring how societal narratives shape experiences and challenges dominant
oppressive narratives. Therapists work collaboratively to co-create
culturally sensitive and empowering stories that honor the family's values
and identity.

Additional Resources

1. Maps of Narrative Practice

This book by Michael White offers foundational concepts and techniques in
narrative therapy. It provides practical guidance on how to engage with
clients’ stories, helping them re-author their lives. The approach emphasizes
collaboration and respect for the clients’ expertise in their own lives,
making it particularly useful when working with children and families.

2. Narrative Therapy with Children and Their Families

Written by Michael White and Alice Morgan, this text specifically focuses on
applying narrative therapy techniques to children and family contexts. It
includes case studies and detailed examples that illustrate how to facilitate
change through storytelling and re-authoring conversations. The book
highlights the importance of externalizing problems and empowering young
clients.



3. Re-authoring Lives: Interviews and Essays

This collection of essays by Michael White explores the philosophy and
practice of narrative therapy in depth. It offers insights into the power of
language and stories in shaping identity and relationships. The book 1is
valuable for therapists working with children and families seeking to
understand the theoretical underpinnings of narrative approaches.

4. Therapeutic Conversations with Children and Young People

This practical guide by Lynne Kenyon focuses on communication strategies that
support narrative therapy with younger clients. It provides tools for
creating safe and empowering spaces for children to share their stories. The
book also addresses challenges therapists may face and offers creative ways
to engage children in therapy.

5. Playful Approaches to Narrative Therapy with Children and Adolescents

This book by David Marsten explores how play can be integrated into narrative
therapy to engage children and adolescents effectively. It highlights
techniques that make therapy accessible and enjoyable while facilitating
meaningful change. The author shares examples of using art, storytelling, and
games to support narrative work.

6. Children, Trauma and Play Therapy: Using Narrative and Attachment
Approaches

Written by Cathy A. Malchiodi, this book combines narrative therapy with play
therapy and attachment theory to address childhood trauma. It offers
practical strategies for helping children process difficult experiences
through storytelling and symbolic play. The text is useful for therapists
working with families affected by trauma and seeking holistic approaches.

7. The Narrative Practitioner: Stories, Learning and Practice

This book by Michael White and David Epston delves into the role of the
therapist as a narrative practitioner. It emphasizes reflective practice and
the co-construction of stories with clients, including children and their
families. The text provides examples of how narrative therapy can be
integrated into everyday therapeutic work.

8. Externalizing the Problem: A Narrative Therapy Approach with Children and
Families

This focused guide explores the technique of externalizing problems, a core
component of narrative therapy. It explains how separating the problem from
the person can empower children and families to challenge negative
narratives. The book includes exercises and dialogues that therapists can use
in sessions.

9. Narrative Therapy in Practice: The Archaeology of Hope

Edited by Gerald Monk, John Winslade, Kate Crocket, and David Epston, this
volume presents diverse case studies and applications of narrative therapy.
It covers work with children, families, and various cultural contexts,
highlighting the adaptability of narrative approaches. The book serves as an
inspiring resource for practitioners aiming to foster hope and transformation
through narrative methods.
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