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Multisystemic Therapy:
How Is It Done?

Program Overview

Multisytemic Therapy (MST) isanintensivefamily-
and community-based trestment that addressesthe
multi pledeterminantsof seriousantisocia behaviorin
juvenileoffenders. TheM ST gpproachviewsindividuas
asbeing surrounded by anetwork of interconnected
systemsthat encompassindividua, family, and
extrafamilia (peer, school, neighborhood) factors.
| ntervention may benecessary inany oneor acombina-
tion of thesesystems. INM ST, this* ecology” of inter-
connected systemsisviewed asthe“client.”

M ST addressesthemultiplefactorsknowntobe
related to delinquency acrossthekey settings, or sys-
tems, withinwhichayouthlives. Usingthestrengthsof
each system (e.g., family, peers, school, neighborhood,
indigenoussupport network) tofacilitate positivechange,
theintervention strivesto promotebehavioral changein
theyouth’ snatural environment.

M ST Goalsand Treatment Techniques
Theultimategoa sof MST areto provideparents
withtheskillsand resourcesthat they needto address
independently thedifficultiesthat arisewhenrearing
teenagersandtogiveyouth skillsto copewithfamily,
peer, school, and neighborhood problems. Thisisdone,
inpart, by mobilizingindividud, family, and community
resourcesthat support and maintainthelong-term
behavioral changesthat occur during M ST treatment.
MST isapragmatic, goal-oriented treatment pro-
gramthat targetsfactorsinayouth’ ssocial network that
contributetohisor her antisocia behavior. Thus, MST
interventionstypicaly amto:
improvecaregiver disciplinepractices
enhancefamily reations
decreaseayouth’ sassociation with deviant peers
increaseayouth’ sassociationwith prosocial peers
improveayouth’ sschool or vocationa performance
engageyouthinpositiverecreational outlets

develop anatural support network of extended
family, neighbors, andfriendstohelp caregivers
achieveand maintai n such changes

Specifictreatment techniquesthat facilitatethese

gainsareintegrated fromtherapieswiththemost
empirical support, suchascognitivebehaviora,
behavioral, and pragmaticfamily therapies.

TheRoleof theTherapist and the Family

MST isddiveredinthenatura environment (e.g.,
home, school, community). Family membershelp
therapiststo designthetreatment plan, whichensures
thatitwill befamily drivenrather thantherapist
driven.

Therapistsareresponsiblefor engagingthefamily
and other key participantsintheyouth’ senvironment
(e.g., teachers, school adminis-trators, community
members, workersfrom agencieswith mandated
involvement). Similarly, therapistsand thepprovider
agency areheld accountablefor achieving change
andfor positivecaseoutcomes.

For MST therapists, treatment i Ssan ongoing process
of understandingthe*fit” betweenidentified
problemsandtheir broader systemic context.
Therapistsview family members behavior as
“making sense” fromthat individ-ual’ sperspectiveof
theworld. Thetherapist’ sjobistounderstandthe
“fit” of thetargeted behavior andto devisestrategies
that hel p caregiversto addressfamily members
needs.

Withinacontext of support and skill building, the
therapist placesdevel opmentally appropriate
demandsontheadol escent and family to behave
responsibly. Therapistsemphasi zethepositiveand



useafamily’ sorindividual’ sstrengthsto bring about
change.

» Interventionsawaystarget specific, well-defined
problems, focuson present conditions, and are
action-oriented.

* This*multisystemic” gpproachviewsindividua sas
being surrounded by anetwork of inter-connected
systemsthat encompassindividud, family,and
extrafamilial (peer, school) factorsand recognizes
that interventionsmay benecessary inany oneor a
combination of these systemsto bring about a
desired behavior change.

MST Service Delivery

*  Therapistswork withfamily membersdaily or
weekly to achievebehavior changesthat canbe
observed and measured. Theeffectivenessof these
therapeuti c effortsiseva uated continuoudy from
multipleperspectives(e.g., caregivers, identified
youth, school teachers, supervisor, MST consultant).

* MST usesahome-based model to deliver services.
Thishelpstoovercomebarrierstoaccessing
services, increasesthelikelihood that familieswill
stay intreatment, providesfamilieswithintensive
services(i.e., thergpistsarefull-timestaff whohave
low casel oadsof four to six familiesper therapist),
and hel pstomaintaintreatment gains.

* MST treatment typically lastsabout 4 months, with
multipletherapist-family contactsoccurringeach
week. Familiesusually seetherapistslessfrequently
asthey get closer to being discharged from
treatment.

MST Treatment Fidelity
Adherencetothe M ST treatment model isessentia

for positiveresults. MST hasbeen provento beacost-

effective programthat reducesrearrestsand out-of-home
placementsfor chronic, violent, juvenileoffenders.

Research conducted ontheeffectivenessof MST has
demonstrated consi stently that strong adherencetothe
model iscorrel ated with strong case outcomes, and poor
adherenceisassociated with substantially poorer
outcomes. Training, whichiskey tothesuccessof the
modédl, isintensiveandongoing. Clinical saff training
includesaweek of introductory and orientationtraining,
weekly consultationwithanexpertinM ST, and quarterly
booster training.

Adherenceistheprimary focusof theweekly
consultation process, and heavy emphasisisplaced on
establishing on-sitesupervision practicesto ensurethat
therapistsadheretotheM ST program.

Note:

This Fact Sheet was developed under a grant fromthe
Office of Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention, Office of
Justice Programs, U.S. Department of Justice (grant number
98-JN-FX-0015) to the Ingtitute for Familiesin Society at the
University of South Carolina. Paoints of view and opinions in
this publication are those of the authors and do not necessarily
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