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Filial Therapy was created by Drs. Bernard and Louise Guerney in the late 1950s and
developed throughout the rest of their careers. It was astonishingly ahead of the times,
representing one of the first systemic family interventions , and using a
psychoeducational framework that remains unparalleled in mental health work today. It
remains unique in that family members are involved as the primary change agents for
other family members.
In Filial Therapy, the therapist teaches parents to conduct special nondirective play
sessions with their own children. Those sessions are supervised live at first, and later
shifted to the home setting. The therapist continues to monitor the home sessions until
presenting problems are resolved or significant progress has been made.
Filial Therapy is deceptively simple - there is much that goes on within the therapy, as it
was conceived and developed as a form of family therapy. Its popularity has grown
among therapists and families as the mental health climate has changed, and 50 years
of research have demonstrated its effectiveness, both in its original form and in adapted
versions. Worldwide interest in Filial Therapy is growing rapidly as well. Its use of
nondirective play sessions and its involvement of parents as partners in the therapeutic
process crosses cultural lines easily, and many have found great value in its respect
and empowerment of the family.
Filial Therapy was initially developed as a group family program, but it can easily be
used with individual families. Because it is a process-oriented and relationship-oriented
approach, it is applicable to a wide range of problems.
Filial Therapy typically is a time-limited approach with the flexibility to meet family
needs. Individual families often complete the entire process within 15 to 20 one-hour
sessions, and there are several group formats ranging from 10 to 24 weeks.
Filial Therapy is comprised of several phases, including the initial family assessment
and family play observation (2 sessions), play session demonstrations by the therapist
(1 session), a parent training period (3 sessions), direct supervision of parents' first play
sessions with their children (4-6 sessions), transition to home play sessions monitored
by the therapist coupled with skills generalization (4-6 sessions), and discharge. The
number of sessions varies with each family.
Filial Therapy is an empirically supported therapy, with nearly 50 years of research.
Three- and five-year follow up studies of the original model of Filial Therapy have shown
that improvements in child behavior, parental empathy, parent skills, parent stress, and
parent satisfaction have been maintained. Research on the CPRT short-term group
parenting format derived from Filial Therapy has been consistently positive, and new
research is showing that it has the biggest impact for the most dysregulated children
and parents.

To learn more, visit www.play-therapy.com. Information about training and
certification in Filial Therapy is listed there as well. A Facebook group called Filial
Therapy Forum is available to anyone who is interested. Please contact the author at
rise@risevanfleet.com for more information or send a friend request to Rise VanFleet
on Facebook.
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There are many other chapters and articles available, and some references for
alternative formats derived from Filial Therapy are included in the article series that
follows. Several new group manuals and other resources are currently in progress or in
press.
The article series that follows explores the unique features of Filial Therapy and the
variety of adaptations that have been made based upon it. The series is provided here
with the generous permission of the British Association of Play Therapists, which first
published them in their Play Therapy magazine.
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