
 
Name of the 
tool/strategy 

FAMILY SCULPTNG 
Family sculpting is the visual representation, as envisioned by one family member 
(usually the identified youth), of their present family situation as they experience it.   

Purpose/rationale 
of the tool/strategy 

Family sculpting is a family assessment tool designed to help family members gain 
perspective and insight into their family dynamics.   These observations and insights 
can become effective aides to therapy.   
 
Proximity (distance) and other spatial factors (where chairs are placed, where people 
stand) are used to sculpt a three dimensional representation of the family.  The 
arrangement and placement of everyone will reveal family structure, emotional 
themes, conflicts, distancing and alienation as well as other valuable assessment 
information. 
 
Adolescents have a tendency to view this technique favorably as they are provided 
with a chance to express feelings about the family nonverbally.  The method is 
eclectic lending itself to nearly any theory of intervention or psychotherapy practice 
the clinician may subscribe. 

For whom:  
Population/ 
symptom of focus 

Youth and family members.   
 

When:  Assessment:  At or soon after the initial assessment, sculpting the family, as it exists 
in the beginning of treatment can uncover themes in the family functioning and how 
family members relate to each other.  
Treatment intervention: Ask the family to reconfigure the sculpture according to how 
they would like it to be.  This promotes a different structural solution and a potential 
road map for change.   
Sculpting can also be used to promote communication and family collaboration.     
Families are more likely to own the representation they have seen, the issues they 
have actively participated in and any corrective measures worked on.  

What: contexts: 
circumstances 

Understanding family dynamics. 
Generally, Family Sculpting when done in an office environment does not offer as 
much insight into the physical environment that can be crucial for a person-in-
environment perspective of the youth’s family system.  If the home based clinician is 
knowledgeable and skilled using family sculpting, the home environment lends itself 
to providing an ecological perspective.  Signs of Safety Practice Framework (DCP, 
2011, p. 29). 

Description of the 
Steps 
 

Introductory remarks about the exercise should be as brief as possible to allow 
creativity and client initiative to take the lead. By letting clients have creative control, 
some surprising and deeply meaningful representations can occur.  Asking them what 
they think is a ‘sculptor’ and using their answers to begin the exercise is a good way 
to begin. The therapist should not attempt to lead or interpret during the sculpting.   
When demonstrating the instructions, the therapist can model sculpting by guiding 



 
persons to a particular spot.  Effort should be made to interpret the family’s sculpted 
representation through the lens of the strengths perspective. 

1. Choose a family member to lead the sculpt as they see their existing family.  
This can be the primary youth or another family member. 

2. Allow all family members that would like to participate to do so.  
3. Each family member can have a turn recreating the sculpt in the way they 

would want their family to look like or how they would want to it to be. 
4. Have the sculpting lead arrange the participating family members where they 

would like them to stand or sit. 
5. The therapist should mentally take note of the arrangement – who is standing 

where and in proximity to what other family member. Eco-map diagrams can 
be used to note who is where, distance between, who is facing who, who is 
standing behind etc. 

6. The therapist should be sure to remove himself or herself from the “stage” by 
moving to one side of the sculpted area. 

7. Once the sculpt has been completed the therapist can take note by 
mentioning where people are standing etc.  Also asking how each family 
member feels about where they are in the picture or if they are comfortable. 

8. When asking children how they feel and what they want changed, it is 
important to be sensitive to family hierarchy and parental control.    

9. The therapist can also ask the identified sculptor to interpret their work.  
10. The therapist can also lead a sculpt to explore relationship intensity once 

themes begin to emerge. 

Vignette/example of 
tool in use; case 
note describing use 

Sculpting Vignette: 
The family consists of mother, father and three children including twins. The oldest is 
Sarah age 12, and the twin boys, Alex and Alan are nine.  Led by the Sarah, who places 
herself opposite her father, she placed her twin brothers beside her mother.  When 
asked by the therapist if anyone wanted to move, dad moved his chair closer to mom 
and Sarah. 
However in the second sculpt with Sarah demonstrating how she would like to have 
the family, showed everyone in a circle with mom beside dad and Sarah and her 
brother’s equal distance apart.    
Sarah was clearly conveying that she wanted to see her family in a harmonious 
alignment.  
The exercise clearly demonstrated that the family factions and triangulations needed 
to be explored and worked with to enhance family unity.  

Desired outcome  Sculpting is active and can provide new understandings and experiences.  It can help 
family members get in touch with their feelings and those of other family members in 
ways they never understood before and above all can generate hope that things can 
be better.  
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