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Family Systems Trauma Model
A Step-by-Step Family Systems Approach 

Train Professionals to Become a 
Family Trauma Experts



1. Structural-Strategic Theory

2. Motivational Phone Call 

3. Stress Chart

4. Seed/Tree Diagram

5. Stabilization vs. Active Trauma

6. Engaging the Extended Family

7. Safety First Contracts 

8. Nutrition and Trauma

9. Feedback Loops & Undercurrents 

10.Trauma Playbooks 

11.Troubleshooting & Dress Rehearsals 

12.Relapse Prevention

12 Core Techniques 
FST| Family Systems Trauma Model



PLL-FST is also rated as 
evidence-based and supported 
or well-supported by these 
clearinghouses:  

➢ California Evidence-Based 
Clearinghouse (CEBC) 

➢ Casey Family Programs 
Interventions for FFPSA 

➢ Child Trends

➢ Promising Practices Network on 
Children, Families and 
Communities 

➢ OJJDP Model Programs Guide

➢ Washington State Institute for 
Public Policy (WSIPP)



MUST HAVE 

FAMILY TRAUMA 

TOOL #1

✓ FST Motivational Technique



MUST HAVE 

FAMILY TRAUMA 

TOOL #2

✓ FST STRESS CHART 



MUST HAVE 

FAMILY TRAUMA 

TOOL #3

✓ FST SEED TREE DIAGRAM 

with UNDERCURRENTS





FAMILY SYSTEMS TRAUMA 

HANDOUTS

✓ FST Model

✓ FST Villain Victim Hero

✓ FST MI Script

✓ FST Trauma Undercurrent 

(Unhealed Wounds)



FST-

Family 

Systems 

Trauma 

Model

Handout





familytrauma.com



MUST HAVE 

FAMILY TRAUMA 

TOOL #1

✓ FST Motivational Technique



1. Structural-Strategic Theory

2. Motivational Phone Call 

3. Stress Chart

4. Seed/Tree Diagram

5. Stabilization vs. Active Trauma

6. Engaging the Extended Family

7. Safety First Contracts 

8. Nutrition and Trauma

9. Feedback Loops & Undercurrents 

10.Trauma Playbooks 

11.Troubleshooting & Dress Rehearsals 

12.Relapse Prevention

12 Core Techniques of FST  
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Why is The FST Motivational Phone Call 

Technique So Important?

Sobering Statistics

Poor pre-session 

preparation results 

in high 

NO SHOWS

of clients fail 

to begin treatment

29–42%

of clients do not return 

for a second 

appointment

15–50%





What is a top barrier or challenge that you 

experience when trying to engage 

parents?  

Question 



Top Challenges We Often Face    

1. Parent’s mindset of “just fix my kids”

2. Can’t see their role in the child’s problem

3. Generational Trauma 

4. Outsiders the enemy- Isolate themselves  



“Scott, you are the problem, not your 

parents. 

Your parent’s so-called resistance 

[no show rates, stop coming, etc.] 

Are the best way they know how to tell 

you that what you are doing is not 

working. 

If you don’t believe me, ask them yourself!”

What Jay Haley said to me… 



Harsh vs. Soft Start Up to Treatment

Traditional start-up 

is not soft

(a Phone call to simply 

schedule the next 

appointment or meeting

No Relationship

HARSH SOFT

Parent or Caregiver comes in:

✓More Relaxed  

✓More Rapport-Building

✓More Trusting   

✓More Receptive to You and Any 

Treatment You Offer

A Relationship is Born 

A Light Bulb Revelation Moment!



Parents are not 
“Resistant”

"Competency is 

quiet… 

It tends to be 

overlooked in the 

noise and clatter 

of problems"



Parents, Kids, and Families 

WILL DO WELL IF THEY CAN  

But They Lack the 

Tools and Skills
to Do So



The Perfect Storm 

No Engagement (soft start-up) 

+ No Tools



Watch What Happens: Mom is Not Engaged + No Tools  



IT| INTERACTIONAL 

TRAUMA



#1 Event-Based Trauma

TWO MAIN TYPES OF TRAUMA

➢Basic needs are not met over a long period 

of time, domestic violence, your father 

unable to show love, loss of a loved one 

without the ability to grieve properly, 

abandonment, sexual abuse, etc.



Interactional Trauma

INTERACTIONAL TRAUMA - IT

➢ Constant Arguing and Fighting 

➢Drama = Trauma

➢What Are the Treatment Implications When          

FST| Family Systems Trauma is Left Out of 

Healing Extreme Disrespect



1. Did Mom Have Soft-Start 

Up to Treatment and 

engaged?

#2- What skills deficits did  

mom show that 

prevented her from 

doing well if she could? 



✓ Mom had no tools or intensive role play practice 

prior to child’s re-integration from foster care

✓ No incorporation of the village 

✓ No written playbook with clarity of roles

✓ No traumatized or IT family systems focus

✓ No Safety Plan

What Tools Did This Mom and Family Lack?



Mom Has These Delivery Skills Deficits?   

✓ Skill Deficits in Problem Solving

✓ Skill Deficits in Timing 

✓ Skill Deficits in Delivery

✓ Skill Deficits in Nurturance





The Perfect Storm 

No Engagement (Soft-Start Up)

+ 

Skills Deficits (unknown to Mom)



FST- FAMILY SYSTEMS TRAUMA 

HANDOUTS

1. FST Model

2. FST Villain Victim Hero

3. FST MI Script

4. FST Ethnographic Script



Go to Pg. 6  



Villain | Victim | Hero

A new mindset or paradigm shift 



0



The Perfect Storm 

No Engagement (Soft-Start Up)

+ 

Skills Deficits (unknown to Mom)



FST

#2- A new script and a new operating system 
Pg. 6  



Traditional start-up 

is not soft

HARSH

Parents come more:

✓Relaxed

✓Trusting 

✓More Receptive

✓To You and Your treatment 

SOFT



FST Motivational Script

Question #1 “What are some of the difficult experiences that you have had to 

suffer in the last year as the result of these problems?” 

Question #2 “When I get to know you better what qualities and strengths would I 

come to admire about you as a (person, parent, spouse, etc.)?”   

Question #3 “What do you think will happen to (you child, marriage, or 

you personally) if the problems you described earlier remain unfixed 

in the next three months, six month, or even year from now?”

Question #4 “Have you have seen a counselor for any of these problems before?” 

If “yes”: “What have other counselors missed with you? The reason I 

ask is that I don’t want to make the same mistakes twice.”  

Question #5 “Do you want the problems you listed [list them] fixed fast, medium, 
or slow?”



Lucy’s Story

•16 years old

•Symptoms: Self-harming 

(cutting), depression, 

aggression.



The FST Motivational Script

Question #2  (Transformational)

“When I get to know you better what 
qualities and strengths would I come to 
admire about you as a (person, parent, 
spouse, etc.)?”



45Scott P. Sells, Ph.D. | spsells@familytrauma.com | www.familytrauma.com

Learning Touch Points –(Imagine if Your Client) 
“What qualities and strengths would I come to admire about your daughter Lucy? 

• Mom starts out strong…

• “Strong Willed”- Don’t take the bait

• Fan the Flames of Hope Talk- “When You Say 

Creative…?” 

• Utilization- “Are Proud of Her?”- Give example



TAKEAWAYS FROM the FST Motivational Technique 

✓Motivate your toughest parents to show up and cooperate

✓A 5-question Motivational script to start and end treatment

✓Move beyond the “just fix my kid” parent mindset with inspiration 

✓Audio Case example



Family Systems Trauma Model
A Step-by-Step Family Systems Approach 

FSTVillain, Victim, and Hero AND

the FST Motivational Phone Call Technique

Try it Out to See for Yourself  



MUST HAVE 

FAMILY TRAUMA 

TOOL #2

✓ FST STRESS CHART 



1. Structural-Strategic Theory

2. Motivational Phone Call 

3. Stress Chart

4. Seed/Tree Diagram

5. Stabilization vs. Active Trauma

6. Engaging the Extended Family

7. Safety First Contracts 

8. Nutrition and Trauma

9. Feedback Loops & Undercurrents 

10.Trauma Playbooks 

11.Troubleshooting & Dress Rehearsals 

12.Relapse Prevention

Core Techniques: FST| Family Systems Trauma Model



Story of Kaylee, Joshua 
and their Family



Box 5.1 Symptom/Stress Chart Template 

 

Stress Chart 

 

     0%       10%      20%      30%      40%      50%      60%      70%      80%      90%         100% 

   0% =           100% = 

No Stress              Maximum Stress 

 

 

The FST Stress Chart Technique



Pg. 2  



Stress Chart

0%      10%       20%       30%     40%     50%     60%      70%     80%      90%     100%

___________ Top Three Stressors

1...

2..

3...

___________ Top Three Stressors

1...

2...

3...

___________ Top Three Stressors

1...

2..

3...





FST Stress Chart Technique 

0%      10%       20%       30%     40%     50%     60%      70%     80%      90%     100%

Mom
Candice 

(therapist)

Grandma

XXX X

Dad

KaeleeJoshua





FST Stress Chart Technique 

0%      10%       20%       30%     40%     50%     60%      70%     80%      90%     100%

Mom
Candice 

(therapist)

Grandma

XXX X

Dad

KaeleeJoshua

Dad’s Top Three Stressors

1.“Financial” (No Employment and Income)

2. “Miscommunication”  (Disrespected)

Mom’s Top Three Stressors

1.“Skyler” (Unresolved Grief)

2. “Not Heard or Seen”  (Anxiety)

3. “Righteous Anger” (Soft or Nurturing)
Joshua’s Top Three Stressors

1.“Chores” (Chores)

2. “No Vision”  (Clear Life Goals)

3. “Growing” (??)

Kaelee’s Top Three Stressors

1.“Chores” (Chores)

2. “Stress”  (Grief and Finances)

Grandma’s Top Three Stressors

1.“Her Daughter” (Anxiety)

2. “Kids”  (Nurturance)









MUST HAVE 

FAMILY TRAUMA 

TOOL #3

✓ FST SEED TREE DIAGRAM 

with UNDERCURRENTS





1. Structural-Strategic Theory

2. Motivational Phone Call 

3. Stress Chart

4. Seed/Tree Diagram

5. Stabilization vs. Active Trauma

6. Engaging the Extended Family

7. Safety First Contracts 

8. Nutrition and Trauma

9. Feedback Loops & Undercurrents 

10.Trauma Playbooks 

11.Troubleshooting & Dress Rehearsals 

12.Relapse Prevention

Core Techniques: FST| Family Systems Trauma Model



Apple Tree, Seeds, and Undercurrents 

Anxiety
Depression

Can’t 

Forgive self

Grief and 

Loss

Symptoms
(Weeds)

Misuse of 

Power
Unhealed 

Wounds

Unmet Primal 

Needs

Mental or 

Physical 

Impairment

Unhealthy 

Undercurrents 

(roots)

Unhealthy 

Undercurrents 

(roots) 

Toxic Seeds
(Roots)

Unhealthy 

Undercurrents 

(roots)



Transition Statement to Move to Into the 
FST Seed/Tree Diagram Technique

Using the following transition statement:

Now that we know your problems (Top 3 stressors) 
let find out what is causing these problems. 

To do this, I will draw an apple tree and together we 
will discover why these problems that represent the 
fruit or apples are happening 

By locating together as CO-DETECTIVES the 

reasons why through what are called your toxic 
seeds and undercurrents.



Apple Tree, Seeds, and Undercurrents 

Anxiety
Depression

Can’t 

Forgive self

Grief and 

Loss

Symptoms
(Weeds)

Misuse of 

Power
Unhealed 

Wounds

Unmet Primal 

Needs

Mental or 

Physical 

Impairment

Unhealthy 

Undercurrents 

(roots)

Unhealthy 

Undercurrents 

(roots) 

Toxic Seeds
(Roots)

Unhealthy 

Undercurrents 

(roots)



Pg. 7  





Unhealed Wound Seed

Unhealthy Undercurrents “Missing” Healthy Undercurrents

☒Unresolved Grief or Loss Grief Healing and Resolution

☐Betrayal or Abandonment Forgiveness, Unconditional Love

☐Family Secrets Reveal Secrets/Safety

☐Physical or Mental Abuse Support, Courage to Leave, Forgive

☒Lack of Forgiveness/Bitterness Forgiveness
☐Lack of Consistent Nurturance Show Consistent Nurturance

Fill in the “Missing” Healthy Undercurrents 



MUST HAVE 

FAMILY TRAUMA 

TOOL #1

✓ FST Motivational Technique



MUST HAVE 

FAMILY TRAUMA 

TOOL #2

✓ FST STRESS CHART 



MUST HAVE 

FAMILY TRAUMA 

TOOL #3

✓ FST SEED TREE DIAGRAM 

with UNDERCURRENTS





Want to learn more
and go Deeper?



familytrauma.com



1. Structural-Strategic Theory

2. Motivational Phone Call 

3. Stress Chart

4. Seed/Tree Diagram

5. Stabilization vs. Active Trauma

6. Engaging the Extended Family

7. Safety First Contracts 

8. Nutrition and Trauma

9. Feedback Loops & Undercurrents 

10.Trauma Playbooks 

11.Troubleshooting & Dress Rehearsals 

12.Relapse Prevention

Core Techniques: FST| Family Systems Trauma Model





✓FST Advanced Trained 

✓ FST Certification  



Go to:

getfstdigital.com



Dr. Scott Sells 

familytrauma.com

E-mail direct:

info@familytrauma.com 


