L I N E A R VS. C I R C U L A R C A U S A L I T Y
CHEAT SHEET

Linear vs. Circular Causality
In order to aid my explanation, I’ll use a case example:
Mark and Sheena are concerned about their son, seven year-old Duane. Duane is
refusing to go to school, and is “depressed” according to his parents. His dog, Einstein,
died two months ago, and Duane has gotten “progressively worse.” Mark and Sheena
don’t know what to do to help Duane, and they’d like to initiate individual therapy for him.
Linear Causality
A linear interpretation of problems translates into the following equation: A influences B,
but B doesn’t influence A. That is, A causes B.
Case application:
When Duane goes to his room and refuses to go to school, Mark and Sheena raise their
voices and lecture him. It is Duane’s isolation that is causing Mark and Sheena’s
response.
Linear causality often influences an individual perspective of problems and solutions. An
individual perspective holds the assumptions that a) problems are caused and maintained
by the individual, through beliefs, biology, emotions, or other abnormal or unhelpful factors
within the individual, and b) solutions are created and maintained by individuals changing
their beliefs, emotions, or other abnormal or unhelpful factors within them, or their
responses to these factors.
Circular Causality
A circular interpretation of problems translates into the following pattern: A influences B,
and B influences A. The circle/dynamic is ongoing.
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Case application:
When Duane goes to his room and refuses to go to school, Mark and Sheena raise their
voices and lecture him. When Mark and Sheena raise their voices, Duane isolates. Mark
and Sheena’s response heighten Duane’s need for isolation, and Duane’s isolation
heighten Mark and Sheena’s anxiety, and therefore their escalation. Duane and his
parents in troubling family system dynamic.
The adoption of circular causality allows for a systemic perspective of problems and
solutions. The systemic perspective holds the assumptions that a) problems are caused and
maintained in the system through unhelpful relational dynamics and ongoing interactions,
and b) solutions are created and maintained by individuals within the system changing their
communication and interactions with, and responses to other members of the system.
Gathering The Full, Circular Picture In Systemic Therapy
When your work is founded in circular causality, it reveals options for interpretation,
intervention, and hope, for you and the family.
Couples and families often initiate therapy with a linear explanation of the problem. For
example, in this case, perhaps Mark and Sheena have explained the problem as:
Einstein’s death (A) + Duane’s “depression” (B) = Duane’s refusal to go to school (C).
In order to fully understand the problem, as well as facilitate a systemic understanding with
clients, use questions to fill-in missing information.
Using our case, here is an expanded view of the problem dynamic:
Einstein showed signs of deteriorating health, unexpectedly, while Duane was in school.
Mark came home from work, and he took Einstein to the veterinarian. While at the vet,
Mark made the decision to put Einstein to sleep. The vet agreed to make arrangements
for the body. When Duane came home from school, Einstein was missing. In order to
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prevent too much sadness,

Mark and Sheena told him that Einstein

died, but they quickly moved on to helping Duane “feel better.” Whenever Duane brought
up his sadness, or Einstein’s death, this was their approach.
Duane became increasingly sad and withdrawn. After one month of observing their son’s
reaction to Einstein’s death, Mark and Sheena brought home a new puppy for Duane;
however, Duane did not want the puppy. In fact, his isolation and sadness worsened.
If Mark and Sheena, in their initial therapy phone call, present the linear explanation for
Duane’s refusal to go to school, these are some sample questions that would help the
therapist expand the problem dynamic:
●

Where was Duane when Einstein died?

●

Please describe Duane’s relationship with Einstein?

●

How did you address Einstein’s death with Duane?

●

What efforts have you made to solve “the problem?”

The following themes are salient in this case:
●

Death

●

Grief

●

Response to anxiety

●

Decision-making

●

Communication

●

Family rules

●

Attachment.

Notes
This cheat sheet is a supplement to the blog post found here: bit.ly/circularcausality.
If you have questions or feedback, please contact hello@familytherapybasics.com.
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