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Introduction

Socioculturally attuned family therapy is a trans-
theoretical framework that provides guidelines for
equitable practice. The approach builds on
existing family therapy models by integrating
interdisciplinary concepts for understanding the
impact societal systems, culture, and power have
on individuals, families, and communities. Social
and relational justice are recognized as important
to positive mental health and relational wellbeing
and thus integral to good practice. Founders of
this framework, Teresa McDowell, Carmen
Knudson-Martin, and J. Maria Bermudez, dem-
onstrate how analysis of societal context and
power can be infused into existing family therapy
models in ways that are theoretically congruent
and provide specific practice guidelines within
each approach for supporting just relationships
among all populations. Sociocultural attunement
is defined as awareness of the impact of the

relationship between societal systems, culture,
and power along with the willingness to be atten-
tive and respond to what is unjust. Therapists
using this approach engage in third-order thinking
by taking a metaperspective of systems to unveil
and expand alternatives (McDowell 2015;
McDowell et al. 2018).

Third-Order Thinking and Third-Order
Change

Therapists who engage in third-order thinking
connect the issues clients bring in with the larger
social world. This way of conceptualizing prob-
lems enables therapists to be aware of how they
are making sense of and organizing vast informa-
tion gathered from larger contexts and how their
understandings may delimit their work with fam-
ilies. Third-order thinking helps therapists
become socially conscious and acquire concep-
tual understanding of the impact of inequitable
societal structures and uneven distribution of
resources. This helps them attune to the unique
experience of each client based on the complexi-
ties of social identities within specific contexts.
Third-order thinking assists therapists in integrat-
ing knowledge of societal context and power pro-
cesses into practice by providing a conceptual
map of how these dynamics impact even the
most intimate relationships. Therapists are
encouraged to use explicit social theories to be
prepared to assist families in navigating the
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impact of societal forces on their lives and expand
clients’ intentionality in how they choose to be in
relationships.

To see this framework in action, consider
Mateo and Janet. They are a young couple who
sought family therapy because of Janet’s stress of
losing custody of her 9-year-old daughter from a
previous relationship. The judge awarded the
father full custody because he and his wife had
legal immigration status and Janet did not. Janet
was devastated by the judge’s decision, especially
since she had always been her daughter’s primary
parent and the father was only marginally
involved. Using third-order thinking, the therapist
expanded the lens to conceptualize the situation in
terms of systems within systems.

Janet and Mateo both felt vulnerable due to
their immigration status. The US town in which
they lived was especially hostile toward immi-
grants and the sheriff publicly stated that he
would corroborate with Immigration Customs
Enforcement (ICE) agents for road blocks, com-
munity raids, police detention, and deportations.
They were afraid to drive, even to therapy ses-
sions, and Janet was fearful of being employed.
They had two young children together and were
aware that even with all their stress, they were
much better off than in their country of origin
where the effects of the drug cartel and gang
violence were a way of life.

Guided by a critical understanding of societal
processes of power and oppression and the multi-
ple systems that affected the family, the therapist
used third-order thinking to consider change at
multiple levels. She drew on narrative therapy to
help the couple identify a story of resilience and
agency. She discussed that while many things
were out of their control, her aim was to help
them increase their sense of what they could do
as a couple to remain strong and united against the
oppressive effects of their legal status. They con-
sidered the possibility of moving to another state
where they had family and a less oppressive cli-
mate. The therapist also became an advocate for
Janet by talking to her attorney to see if she could
have a more just outcome. In applying third-order
thinking, the therapist was aware of change at
different levels.

First, second, and third order change are impor-
tant concepts in socioculturally attuned family
therapy. These types of change are traced back to
Bateson’s (1972) levels of learning. Level one
learning, or first order change, includes “common
sense” solutions that may be helpful, but don’t
alter fundamental rules, processes, or shared
meaning in relationships. Level two learning, or
second order change, is what family therapists
most often target to solve presenting problems in
ways that shift how clients punctuate or story their
experience and pattern their relationships. Third
order learning, or third order change, goes a step
further. Rather than focusing on change within a
set of alternatives (first order change) or a change
in the set of alternatives itself (second order
change), third order change involves considering
systems of sets of alternatives. This requires tak-
ing a metaperspective of systems to expand
choices in meta narratives and meta processes
within which we organize our lives.

In another example, let us consider Brenda and
Jim, a European American cisgender heterosexual
couple with two young children who separated
due to frequent episodes of escalating conflict
that neither wants to continue. Brenda said that
she usually “starts it,” and Jim agreed. Interven-
tions that target first order change might include
communication skills training and anger manage-
ment strategies for each partner. While these skills
may be helpful, the intervention does not question
or change the system itself. In second order
change, the therapist might track the cyclic ways
Jim and Brenda interact, helping the couple
develop patterns that punctuate the conflict differ-
ently. Jim might be encouraged to recognize his
part in the evolution of the conflict and to engage
more fully in the relationship before conflict
arises.

Third order change would expand the systemic
lens to consider how larger gender, cultural, and
socioeconomic systems are part of Brenda and
Jim’s relational processes and envision possible
alternatives. For instance, Brenda grew up in what
she characterizes “a feminist household” where
assertiveness and anger were the ways to be
respected and get ahead. This form of feminism
was still embedded within the dominant social
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system in which she learned to value individuality
and competition and disparage “weak women,”
while still carrying the bulk of responsibility for
maintaining relationships. Gender socialization
gave Jim similar messages. To promote third
order change, the therapist helped the couple rec-
ognize these societal influences and intentionally
create an equitable family system that prioritizes
relational values such as empathy, vulnerability,
and shared relational responsibility. The first and
second order changes described above might then
be applied within this larger shift.

ANVIET: Guidelines for Third Order
Practice

Socioculturally attuned therapists use a set of
transtheoretical guidelines to engage in equity-
based practice across family therapy models.
The acronym ANVIET (attune, name, value,
interrupt, envision, transform) is used to describe
steps that therapists can take to help clients con-
sider and move toward more just relationships.
These guidelines bring societal processes into
stark relief so they can be more intentionally con-
sidered. The process includes noticing, or
attuning, to the emotional, experiential, and rela-
tional impact of societal systems on individuals
and relationships. Carefully and thoughtfully
noticing these experiences and naming what is
unjust allows unfair societal and relational
dynamics to be acknowledged, often making
what is covert overt. Therapists are encouraged
to listen carefully, value, and help clients put into
words (Fricker 2007) what is being silenced,
dismissed, or marginalized. The guidelines
assume it is not enough to understand and notice
what is unjust in relationships, expecting thera-
pists to actively interrupt unequal power dynam-
ics when they witness them. As therapists and
clients gain awareness of the impact of societal
forces on specific relationships (i.e., engage in
third order thinking by taking a metaview of sys-
tems), they are in a better position to envision
alternative ways to organize relationships and
entertain options for what is possible. Finally,
therapists work with clients to support them in

transforming their relationships into what they
have envisioned. These guidelines reflect and
guide third order thinking as they make the impact
of competing systems visible. This leads to the
potential for third order change as alternative sys-
tems are exposed and more overtly considered.

Related Research

Socioculturally attuned family therapy is based on
considerable research that supports the impor-
tance of equitable relationships. For example,
research repeatedly points to detrimental effects
of discrimination and oppression (Center for Dis-
ease Prevention and Control 2013) on physical
health as well as mental and relational wellbeing.
Racial discrimination increases risk of incarcera-
tion, addiction, illness, and premature death
(Jones 2000). Women are far more likely than
men to experience anxiety and depression
(National Institute of Health 2014), and lesbian,
gay, bisexual, transgender, and/or queer youth are
more likely to attempt suicide and/or be homeless
(Garofalo et al. 1999; Kruks 1991). Those in
lower socioeconomic classes experience higher
rates of mental health problems (McCulloch
2001). Research on couples repeatedly demon-
strates the importance of equity relative to rela-
tional satisfaction (Gottman 2011; Knudson-
Martin and Mahoney 2009). Research on emo-
tionally focused therapy (Johnson 2004; Johnson
and Wittenborn 2012) and socioemotional couple
therapy (Knudson-Martin and Huenergardt 2010)
has brought to light the importance of attunement
and attending to societal and relational equity in
family therapy practice. Further research is
needed to identify tools that assess the degree to
which practice is socioculturally attuned and the
effectiveness of applying guidelines for sociocul-
turally attuned practice.

Case Example

Consider Ellen who identifies as a heterosexual,
European American genderqueer family therapist.
She has been meeting with Luis (30) and Adam
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(31). Luis identifies as second-generation Puerto
Rican American and Adam identifies as Norwe-
gian American. They are in a monogamous rela-
tionship and both identify as cisgender males. The
couple entered therapy after Luis threatened to
leave Adam. Adam told Ellen that he is afraid he
might lose “the love of his life.” Ellen noticed that
Luis becomes activated when he tried to explain
his concerns about the relationship to Adam, who
is turn remained quiet and unresponsive. This
pattern continued until Luis was shouting and
Adam was all but rolling his eyes. When Ellen
explored Adam’s experience, he expressed confu-
sion and made statements like “I guess I am to
blame for all of it!” Luis quickly jumped in to
reassure Adam that he knows he is part of the
problem too. As Ellen explored further, she dis-
covered a pattern of Luis doing the majority of
relational work. He is far more “tuned in” to
Adam’s feelings, wants, and needs than Adam is
to his. They describe their relationship as equal,
yet as is true with most couples, the partner with
greater power is less attuned to the needs of the
partner with less power. Furthermore, they spend
far more of their time together in places where
Adam is most culturally comfortable. Ellen had
recently been reading about Socioculturally
Attuned Family Therapy and was eager to use
ANVIET to help Luis and Adam transform in
ways that support their value and expectation of
relational equity.

Ellen used an integrative approach that
attended to the links between emotion, family
interaction, societal discourse, and power. Ellen’s
initial goal is to attune to the sociocultural expe-
rience of each person and the power processes
among them. This helped create a focus and
helped her begin to get to know Adam and Luis
as a couple. Luis, who works in pharmaceutical
sales, was a hard worker and was committed to
being a mutual provider with Adam as well as
helping his parents and other family members
who benefited from his financial support. Luis
told Ellen that one of the things he always heard
growing up is that “family is what is most impor-
tant and you always have to be there for each
other, no matter what.” Ellen was curious about
the contextual world around this internalized

mandate to “always be there for each other, no
matter what.” Adam appeared interested in the
session only when he was asked a question.
Ellen asked Adam if his own family had a saying
or a mantra similar to Luis and he said no; that
everyone focused on themselves so that they
would not become a burden to others. He stated
that they loved each other, or so he thought, but
they valued autonomy and self-reliance over
dependence. “We had to show we could make it
on our own.” His Norwegian roots of hard work
and self-reliance was evident in all that they did.

When Ellen discussed this case during a clini-
cal staffing at her agency, she was made aware of
her reactions to the couple in light of her own
social location. Ellen viewed Adam as enacting
“American ideals of masculinity” in ways that
frustrated her. She was surprised that Adam
didn’t seem more appreciative of the way Luis
was trying to be there for others. Adam’s aloof-
ness triggered resentment in Ellen and she felt
annoyed by his attitude and lack of vulnerability
in session. Awareness of her own biases and reac-
tions helped Ellen develop genuine curiosity
about this couple’s lived sociocultural experience.
A committed spouse herself, she knew she had to
work to “get” Adam’s experience in order to be
attuned to his experience and be effective as the
couple’s therapist. She wanted to understand the
meaning of autonomy and how that influenced his
sense of commitment.

The couple began to see that Ellen was inter-
ested in them. As Ellen continued to sociocultur-
ally attune, she named strengths that were
overlooked in the dominant culture and the injus-
tices that they faced. She named the expectations
that Adam learned as a male in a middle class,
hetero-normed home that he would be respected
as an adult and how unfair it was that he should be
judged – and judge himself – as less of a man
because he was in a committed relationship with a
man. She named the homophobia that was at play
and how that affected his perception of Luis’ fear
of abandonment and desire to be in a strong com-
mitted, interdependent relationship. She named
Luis’ expectation as a Latino man raised in a
lower-middle income family that he would not
necessarily be respected if he did not help care
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for his family. Luis’ family was supportive of his
sexual orientation and his union with Adam. Luis
wanted Adam to appreciate how unique this was
for his family, given the neighborhood and culture
in which he was raised. When Adam was upset
because Luis was threatening to leave, Ellen
helped to identify his fear that he would indeed
be left alone. Although he valued autonomy, he
could not imagine that Luis would really leave
him. After 5 years together, he was not willing to
end the relationship, but did not know if he could
make the changes necessary to convince Luis to
stay. Ellen helped the couple name the power
imbalance in their relationship. Adam seemed to
hold the most power, yet he was the one fearful of
Luis leaving. Luis seemed to be more strongly
committed but was furious about Adam’s indif-
ference, distance, and aloofness. Ellen helped
them name fear, commitment, and cultural clashes
as creating the distance between them.

Ellen recognized and valued the couple’s com-
mitment to each other despite the frustration they
experienced with each other and how those frus-
trations were further compounded by a constant
need to prove their legitimacy as a couple. Rather
than fall into clinical discourses about their prob-
lems, Ellen helped Luis and Adam focus on what
they valued about their families of origin and the
culturally informed lessons they were taught. She
facilitated conversations about what the couple
knew and valued about themselves that might
not be recognized by others. She encouraged
them to consider the meaning of “commitment
and autonomy” through their differing ethnic, cul-
tural, and class positions. Adam told Luis that he
wanted to get to know Luis’ family better. That he
did appreciate their support very much, but that he
felt distant from them because they lived in Puerto
Rico and felt more comfortable speaking Spanish.
He wanted to make a bigger effort to connect with
them so Luis could see how much he valued his
family too. As the therapy progressed, their con-
versation moved away from judging themselves
by dominant discourses about heteronormativity
and cultural differences to focusing more on
values of connection, vulnerability, and commit-
ment. Ellen helped them deepen their connection
and commitment by encouraging them to equally

invest time and energy demonstrating their com-
mitment to growing their relationship and
remaining attuned to each other’s needs as well
as culturally informed values.

Ellen targeted interventions that interrupted
inequitable power processes. For example, when
Luis and Adam were debating about how they
should manage their time and money, Ellen
noticed that at first Luis adamantly expressed his
view; then he yielded and gave in to what Adam
wanted. Ellen challenged this process by asking
Luis what had caused him to drop his point of
view. Adam was surprised to learn that Luis felt
like he had to accommodate Adam’s wishes
because he valued keeping the peace, even at his
own expense. Ellen used this as an opportunity to
support Adam in balancing their power by being
more intentional in listening to Luis and demon-
strating that he wholeheartedly wanted to under-
stand Luis’ perspective. She also encouraged
Adam’s efforts to “not let Luis leave the relation-
ship without a good fight to keep him.” Adam,
who had always been stoic and unexpressive, let
his tears flow as he told Luis, “I don’t want to lose
you, and I am willing to show you that I am
committed to making things great between us.”
Ellen used this moment to intervene and disrupt
cultural and gendered power dynamic by encour-
aging Adam to not let Luis acquiesce and asked
the couple to have faith in their ability to handle
having different opinions without disrupting their
harmony and peace.

Ellen invited the couple to envision what their
relationship would look like when both of them
were attuned to each other and focused on helping
the other get their needs met. This included getting
to know in more depth the things each of them
cared about, such as their families, cultures, and
goals. Each time they returned to sessions dis-
tressed with each other and arguing from a com-
petitive point of view, Ellen would redirect them
to envision their relational goals. They began to
envision a future in which they could join together
to keep larger social discourses from convincing
them that their union was not worth fighting for
because it was not “legitimate.” They considered
ways in which they could become more active in
LGBTQ communities and be supportive of other
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couples fighting the daily oppressive practices of
homophobia and xenophobia.

Third order transformation came as the cou-
ple began to see systemic options besides those
based on Eurocentric and heteronormative values.
Ellen reinforced their efforts to value caring and
organize around shared responsibility for each
other and the families in a broader context. In
the last session, Adam reported how much he
enjoyed taking his parents on a trip to Puerto
Rico to spend more time with Luis’ family. They
all gained a greater appreciation of each other’s
cultures and the time spent together served to
legitimize Luis and Adam’s union in the context
of their extended families. The couple also began
to actively attend more events with other gay
couples where they could offer and receive sup-
port. They enacted a new system of relating in
which their voices were equally heard and cultural
values were equally respected. Luis and Adam
more overtly and intentionally aligned themselves
as a couple so that they could buffer the effects of
their internalized homophobia and the discrimina-
tion they faced form larger society.

Summary

Societal systems, culture, and power dynamics
affect even the most intimate aspects of relation-
ships and family life. Socioculturally attuned fam-
ily therapy is an overarching framework that helps
therapists use third order thinking to guide equi-
table and ethical practice within complex social
contexts that invites families into third order
change. Careful consideration of societal systems
and power dynamics can be integrated into all
major models of family therapy. A set of trans-
theoretical guidelines (i.e., attune, name, value,
interrupt, envision, transform) assists therapists
in helping clients more toward more just relation-
ships. The aim of socioculturally attuned family
therapy is to help therapists work toward provid-
ing services that promote third order thinking and
third order change to solve problems in ways that
support relational equity and cultural democracy.
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