Parents of a young man with paranoid psychosis talk about what it meant for them to be offered Behavioural Family Therapy

My husband and I feel very strongly that we need to put on record as a testimonial, our appreciation for the vast benefits we have experienced from the Behavioural Family Therapy sessions. 

With the help of BFT, as a family we have learnt how to function again, and as a couple, my husband and I have been able to start to live again, something which we never thought would be possible after our son became ill.  As a family we became able to communicate, albeit in small doses, in place of total confrontation, breakdown, and chaos.  We had allowed our son’s illness to take over all three of our lives, and we did not know how to cope.

The Early Years

When our son first became ill nine years ago, with paranoid schizophrenia, he was eighteen years old. We knew nothing of how to treat or handle our son, and certainly nothing of the medications available.     Visiting the local library to gain knowledge relating to his illness, only made matters worse, for the information was totally out of date, relating to patients who were hospitalised and giving a prognosis of early death to sufferers.  There was no sound basic advice on how to respond to someone with a mental illness, in the community or otherwise.  We found books and leaflets on the various aspects of the illness, but these in no way attained the high level of individual care and attention we subsequently received from the BFT team taking us through our sessions.

During all those early years, we did not know how to communicate successfully with our son.  Although he lived with us, when he was not in hospital, he would not recognise us as his parents, and did not like us as people, which did not make for an easy existence.  We became conditioned into surviving on a roller coaster with no respite, constant noise and very little sleep.   We became so conditioned to this life that we did not realise that we did not have a life outside of our son’s illness.   He couldn’t live with us, but he also couldn’t live without us, so we couldn’t leave him, and couldn’t invite people in with him at home.

Help at Last

Then we were fortunate enough to be chosen to commence on the BFT course. Just as we were about to start our son was sectioned and taken into hospital.  However it was agreed that we would still commence the course, the reason being, that although our son would have nothing to do with us, we would learn methods of interaction with him, in readiness for the day when the correct balance of medication could be discovered for him and he was compliant enough to take it.

The knowledge we gained with BFT gave us back our lives.   We realised we needed to know more and more about the illness and the different medications.  Some of the issues covered during the sessions were extremely painful, but in covering these issues, we learnt how to face up to them and accept them with lessening degrees of emotion.   We learnt how to achieve simple communication to a level, which had not been possible at all during the many years of our son’s illness.   We also learnt and accepted that we should set ourselves goals, to gain back and live a normal life.  Without BFT we would never have been able to do this, in fact we would never have thought that we could.

Whilst initially our son was not well enough to attend the meetings, he gradually became able to attend and became involved in the meetings on a regular basis.  During these we have all learnt to use the BFT “Toolbox” of techniques for communication, and have made achievements that had not been possible at all during the previous many years of our son’s illness.

We had progressed to looking at the early warning signs, but unfortunately it soon became apparent that all the signs could be applied in our son’s case, and this lead us to discover that he was not taking his medication again.  As I write this he is now back in hospital and we are waiting again for progress, as another new drug is being tried on him.  

What we Have Achieved

To summarise, the meetings have helped us in the following ways:

· Provided a multi-disciplined team to support and help us on a regular basis in endeavouring to move us forward from the roller coaster, stomach churning, episodes which were previously part of our “normal” lives. .

· Enabled us to learn about, and gain a greater understanding of the illness and it’s treatments.  It is clear to us, that a parent with understanding has a better chance of gaining acceptance of what has befallen their once loving and lively offspring.

We therefore cannot stress enough the enormous benefits of BFT.   We only wish it had been available to us earlier in our son’s illness, at a time when due to patient confidentiality we were not informed or allowed to know the extent of the nature of our son’s illness, despite the fact that we were his major carers, and he was living with us.  

It is so important in the early years for front line carers to have training in caring for the mentally ill.  It does not come naturally; being so close emotionally clouds all intelligent thought.  BFT gave us knowledge and through that knowledge we gained strength to relate calmly and clearly with our very sick son.   For this we will always be eternally grateful and thankful to our BFT team who have supported us and brought us on to gain peace and acceptance of our lives, and the strength to continue to support our son with his continuing battle against an unrelenting mental illness.
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