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CHAPTER 1

Family Interview
Technique and the

Trauma That Cures

1958. Present were Milton H. Erickson, Gregory Bateson, Jay Haley,
and John Weakland.

Bateson: We want to talk to you about your experiences
in working with husbands and wives, husbands and
wives and children. How one deals with multiple pa-
tient situations. How you deal with multiple patient
situations. And about the dynamics of families that
have schizophrenics in them.

Erickson: You want a discussion from me, unformulated,
as to how I would approach the situation with a given
family.

B: There are various ways this can be done. We can run
you (audio)tapes of families, or John and Jay have spe-
cific questions. I have some myself.

E: Why don’t you conduct it the way you think it should
be conducted.

B: Well, let’s start the way John thought it should be con-
ducted, by asking you questions rather than throw-
ing data at you. It is your data in the back of your
head that we are after.

1
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Weakland: My idea of the way to conduct things is that
it would be profitable to start more or less the way
Jay and I have worked at getting information from
you before in the course of our several visits to Phoe-
nix. We have certain questions about families and
dealing with them, and we ought to try and bring
some of those up first.

E: Well, there is something I think that I ought to say first.
If I'm going to interview a father and mother and son,
or a father, mother and daughter, or two children, to
begin that interview, to preface it, to lay the founda-
tion, I happen to mention that father is sitting in that
chair. Of course mother is sitting in that other chair,
and sister is sitting over here, and brother is sitting
over here. I make mention of that in several ways so
that I define them geographically. That way I give
each one of them a position, a spatial position in the
interview. By giving them this spatial position in the
interview, when I talk to them, I talk to that particu-
lar space, and the others listen in. When that person
talks to me, the others listen in. So I get that spatial
compartmentalization. That considerably prevents
the others from barging in, and forces the others un-
wittingly to take an objective view, at least in part.
It’s a rather simple procedure. That'’s all I have to say
on that.

W: Well, I take it that when you deal with families, at
times you see them all together, and at times you will
separate out one or two members and talk to them
separately. So that you work both ways.

E: I work both ways. I may interview the family jointly,
and then I'll put one member out. But after I send the
other members out, I again redefine the position in
which those members were. I usually give the wife a
certain chair, and then the husband this chair over
here, and the children, or the child, the chairs in be-



Family Interview Technique and the Trauma That Cures 3

tween. Then if I send mother and child out of the
room, I'll carefully move father from his chair into
mother’s chair. Quite often I'll have mother, when she
comes back, sit in child’s chair, or in husband’s chair,
at least temporarily.

W: So that you define the position, but you indicate that
they can sit in somebody else’s seat, so to speak, for
a while.

E: That’s right. “As you sit where your son sat, maybe you
can think more clearly about him through that asso-
ciation.” “If you sit where your husband sat, maybe
it will give you somewhat of his view of me as I sit
here.” Thus I force them into an objective role about
their organization. I tell the child, “Well, suppose you
sit in mother’s seat.” “Suppose you sit in father’s seat.”
Also, from time to time when I repeat the interviews
with the entire family, I shuffle them about so that
while mother had this chair originally, for the next
two or three interviews, all of a sudden, the family
grouping is rearranged. Yet it's a family grouping, but
mother’s chair has now become the one that used to
be father’s chair. I can think of the family that I saw
just recently: father’s chair, mother’s chair, big sister’s
chair, younger sister’s chair. I maneuvered that around
because not one of them would talk and tell me the situ-
ation. So I maneuvered their positions. When younger
sister got into big sister’s chair, younger sister gave
me an awful lot of information. Father couldn’t talk
to me in his chair. His statement was, “My mind just
goes blank.” But in mother’s chair he gave a lot of in-
formation. I carefully defined their positions because
I wanted to start to handle that situation. I knew it
was going to be critical.

Haley: Do you have general rules on when you send the
family out and talk to one member alone, or why you
don’t consistently deal with them all at the same time?



4 Conversations with Milton H. Erickson

E: I watch the interplay between inhibitions, hesitation,
antagonism, resentment — something of that sort. Any-
thing that indicates that they could think about it dif-
ferently but not as long as the other person is there.
Or if I see any evidence of a separate set of ideas that
they are withholding. Then I know that I've got to
deal with them separately.

W: Then you'd have to do something later about bringing
that separate set of ideas in.

E: After I've gotten the information, then I interview the
group, and I can point out that necessarily mother,
being a woman, really has different views about what’s
going on in the family. Because father’s working dur-
ing the day, and he sees the family only when he’s
tired at night. And one gets more “iffy” with fatigue.
In that way I justify. ..

W: You sort of legitimize differences in view when they
come back in.

E: So that they can come back in and they hear me legiti-
mize their differences.

W: I know that the family I work with tends to swing back
and forth, at least on the parental part. The son is the
sick one, ostensibly; the boy is in the hospital. The
parents swing back and forth between insisting that
they don’t have any differences and insisting that
they have practically nothing but differences, with a
clear implication that they have different views and
things are impossible. So I find myself grappling re-
peatedly with this in trying to get across the idea that
differences in view do exist, but they don’t mean that
life is impossible.

E: Jay Haley has spoken about my tendency to use analo-
gies. When people start disagreeing in that fashion I
like to offer an analogy. When they try to tell me that
they are in disagreement and they must think in com-
mon, I point out to them, “Yes, father likes meat rare,
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and mother likes it well done, and sister likes it med-
ium. And they all eat the same meal.” Any kind of an
analogy that allows them to agree with you that there
is a common thread. I don’t care how good that anal-
ogy is, but I mention it.

B: Tweedle dum and tweedle dee agreed to have a battle.

E: Yes. Why shouldn’t they agree to battle? Why shouldn’t
they agree to disagree? I bring that out when deal-
ing with father and mother. When she says, “I dis-
agree with you,” I ask father, “Do you really under-
stand your wife? Your wife says that she disagrees
with you. That means that she has a totally different
opinion. And you agree that she has a totally different
opinion. (Laughter) Because I'd like to have that clear-
ly understood, that she does have a different opinion.
That means you are in agreement with her, and you
can agree with her being different from you, and she
can agree with you that your feeling is different from
hers.” Then I've got an agreement.

H: Milton, how do you deal with a couple or a family busy
proving to you that he or she is the one in the right?
They tend to pull the therapist in and prove to the
therapist they're right, and they get into competition
proving who’s innocent.

E: They prove that they are right, and the other person
is wrong. They want to pull you in on their side, and
I keep out of that situation by saying to father, “You
and I are going to listen. Your wife is going to point
out to you, and to me, the matter in which she is right
and justified, and we are going to listen.” You see, I
shift from you and I to we, but I am allying Aim with
me.

H: At the moment the mother is trying to ally you with
her.

E: At the very moment the mother is trying to ally me with
her, I deliberately ally myself with father and we are
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going to listen sympathetically and intelligently to
mother. Then mother has to present her case to father
and to me because we are listening intelligently. Now
mother knows that father can’t listen intelligently,
but she knows I can. That’s why she’s talking to me,
but father and I are listening; we are listening intel-
ligently. She has to credit father with listening in-
telligently. So I've got her over there talking to we,
and then I can turn to mother and say, “Now you have
explained this, and we have been trying to understand
the best way we can. Now suppose you and I listen
to father’s understanding of what you said, and as we
listen we can recognize how well he understands it.
And we ought to know every one of his good under-
standings. We really ought to.” So my alliance has
suddenly switched to mother. She and I are allied
while father is explaining.

W: This also sort of keeps a balance, rather than letting
one person get hold of everything in a situation. That
is, if mother has the floor to present her views, father
has the alliance, and then the other way around, so
that no person gets the whole advantage at one time.

E: 1 am the hub.

W: Around which it all revolves.

E: Yes. In that way I can play almost a passive part, and
yet each has to rely upon me. They can’t rely on me
without giving credit to the other person. You do the
same thing for the child in the total situation. Johnny
and father and I will listen, and as we listen, mother
presents.

W: What about the matter of the child speaking up? I
wonder if this presents any differences.

E: Oh yes.

W: It’s sort of presented as having differences, and there
are some real differences.

E: It's a very real difference, and therefore, with father and
mother present, I ally myself openly with the child.
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“Now you and I are going to listen. First to your
mother, and next to your father. And we can think
about what they're saying, and we can know what’s
wrong in what they say.” With father and mother the
emphasis is on recognizing what is right. With the
child the emphasis is on knowing what is wrong in
what father and mother are saying.

H: Why that difference?

E: Because you see the child knows his parents are wrong.
The child belongs to another generation. The child has
a different background of understanding. And you
convey to the parents that the child thinks they are
wrong. You're merely using what they already know.
It is an error to try to tell the child that his parents
are right, when he knows they are wrong. That’s the
child’s orientation. The parents are in error, and the
parents know that the child thinks they are wrong.
But a couple of adults think that they ought to be
right; that’s a general assumption. “You're a full-grown
person, you really ought to think right, you ought to
understand right.” “No, you're a child, you don’t un-
derstand, you're wrong, you're mistaken.” The child
thinks, “Yes, just because you're a grownup, you aren’t
right.” You see it’s a totally different point of view.

W: I understand that, in part, you're picking up the fact
that the parents are drawing such a big line between
themselves as adults, and the child as a child, that you
go along with that and turn it around.

E: 1 turn it around.

H: And you continue this even though the child is reason-
ably adult, say in the teens?

E: In the teens. Why certainly.

B: Especially in the teens.

E: Because the teenager so thoroughly knows his parents
are wrong.

W: What about the matter of the child speaking out as well
as listening to what is wrong in what his parents are
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