
EDITORIAL

Introduction to the Special Issue on Family Therapy
with Adolescents in Residential Treatment

Jacob D. Christenson1

Published online: 10 February 2016

� Springer Science+Business Media New York 2016

Most counselors and therapists would agree that engaging

the whole family and working with the entire system is the

preferred approach; nevertheless, families with a troubled

adolescent or young adult may find themselves in a posi-

tion where outpatient treatment has failed and they are in

need of additional support. When this is the case, families

and social agencies may turn to inpatient treatment to

address contributing factors. Adolescents and young adults

in residential treatment present with significant mental

health concerns, including conduct disorder, oppositional

behavior, drug and alcohol abuse, and eating disorders, to

name a few. Parents may fear that without some type of

out-of-home placement the child will end up in a psychi-

atric hospital, or worse, incarcerated. Even though the

problems may be severe, making the choice to send a child

away to a program is often a heart wrenching decision and

parents may be susceptible to guilt as a result (Frensch and

Cameron 2002).

Families will need support from therapists at home and

in the program to help them navigate the challenges that

will arise while their child is placed in treatment. Although

there is some disagreement concerning what constitutes

residential treatment (e.g., Lee and Barth 2011) parents are

able to choose from a variety of programs with different

structures, purposes, and methods. Among the options are

emotional growth schools, therapeutic boarding schools,

wilderness therapy programs, and residential treatment

centers. Given the various approaches to treatment, it is

important for parents to research and understand the

different options. When this process is overwhelming, it

may be helpful to enlist the help of an Educational Con-

sultant (EC) who specializes in matching individuals with

treatment options.

While the child is in treatment, therapists within the

program will be tasked with engaging the family in ther-

apeutic activities. For some time now it has been recog-

nized that children do better in residential care when their

family is involved in the treatment process (e.g., Jenson

and Whittaker 1987). Accordingly, it is now recognized

within the industry that programs must have family

involvement and work to modify the home environment

that the child will eventually return to after discharge.

Although this is understood, the separation between the

child and parents makes it difficult to deliver traditional

family therapy. This creates unique challenges for practi-

tioners working in these settings. They must become pro-

ficient in working directly with the individual in treatment,

as well as with the family, both directly and indirectly.

Often family members are hundreds of miles away and

may only be available by phone or for brief family visits a

few times during the entire course of the program. Even

when families live near the program, practitioners may find

there are other barriers, such as a lack of motivation,

abandonment of the child, and lengthy stays in residential

programs (Burns et al. 1999) that make conjoint treatment

difficult. Family therapists are often required to be creative

and find unique ways of engaging the family. Once treat-

ment is completed in a particular program, aftercare plans

must be created and families will need help in determining

what type of follow-up care is needed and how to modify

family life to regulate the environment for the returning

adolescent.

Once interventions and models are developed, the need

to establish the effectiveness of those interventions and
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models becomes apparent. Historically, the research in this

field has been criticized for being limited to descriptive

data or correlational analysis, without reliable measures or

longitudinal data (e.g., Hattie et al. 1997). Although more

rigorous methods have been used more recently, the

majority of the research continues to be concerned with

program evaluation focused on the individual, rather than

on determining what specific assessment methods and

treatments are effective with this population (McLendon

et al. 2012). This leaves the field vulnerable to reproach

from those who see residential placements as less effective

and ignores the importance of the family in the process.

Accordingly, more research is needed to strengthen the

place of family therapy in residential settings for adoles-

cents and young adults.

In order to further the conversation about techniques and

research, this special issue will focus on family therapy

with adolescents in residential settings. One of the articles

reviews in depth the available research and demonstrates

some of the significant gaps that remain in the literature.

One article specifically focuses on explicating research

methods that can be used in these settings to further

strengthen the place of family therapy. This article pro-

vides a number of ideas for how researchers can establish

both the clinical and cost effectiveness of family therapy.

Three of the articles report findings from research focused

on intervention with adolescents in residential settings. The

first focuses on how family communication is enhanced by

participating in a wilderness experience. Another article

reports on the coping strategies adolescents use in treat-

ment and offers practical suggestions for how therapists

can use the information to improve services. Finally, an

article is included that reveals the effect of clinical con-

sultation on outcomes.

In addition to research focused articles, the special issue

includes a number of articles designed to helping practi-

tioners better understand how to work productively in these

settings. As noted above, practitioners may come out of

traditional training programs with little understanding

about how to work with families who are separated by

distance or circumstances. A few articles were included

that speak about working with this population in general.

One of these articles discusses how to effectively use letter

writing in a therapeutic manner to improve the relationship

between the parent and child. Another focuses on the

Stages of Change model (Prochaska et al. 1994) as a

framework for increasing motivation to change in the

identified patient and the family as a whole.

There were also five additional articles that discuss

intervention and treatment techniques within a wilderness

setting (also known as Outdoor Behavioral Healthcare).

The use of Outdoor Behavioral Healthcare (OBH) as a high

impact intervention for adolescents and young adults has

grown over the last few decades, and it is exciting to be

able to include information garnered from such programs.

One of these articles reports on the use of Narrative Family

Therapy with an adolescent in an OBH program and pro-

vides detailed information on how to replicate the author’s

efforts. There is an article that provides information on the

role of family therapy in OBH and another that describes

how family sculptures have been modified for use when

families are separated. Another article is a modified case

study describing the experience of families who have

participated in an OBH program. This article also offers

information about the role of an EC and provides practical

suggestions that families and providers can use. Finally, an

article was included that discusses the role of aftercare

following discharge from an OBH program.

Overall, the articles included in this special issue pro-

vide detailed information, beyond what is available in the

literature currently, about how to work with adolescents in

residential placements. Those who read these articles will

gain a greater understanding of the importance of research

in establishing the place of family therapy in these settings

and improve their ability to deliver services. As always, the

information presented herein should be seen as a founda-

tion that can be used to further inquiry and research

focused on these settings.
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