
Whole Family Approach with Torture-Affected Families

BACKGROUND AND PURPOSE

The Whole Family Approach with Torture-Affected Families was 

conceptualized as part of a multi-phased initiative to develop a 

family services framework to guide programming and services in 

U.S. Survivor of Torture programs. The Whole Family Approach 

brings additional clarity and attention to the importance and the 

“how-to” of working with torture-affected families. 

EVIDENCE-BASED AND PARTICIPATORY PROCESS

The team engaged in an in-depth process to define the Whole 

Family Approach with Torture-Affected Families, which included 

conducting a rapid review of the existing literature1,2,3,4,5, eliciting 

feedback from advisory team members on key elements to 

include in the conceptualization, cross-referencing key elements 

from the rapid review and advisory team input, and an iterative 

process of drafting, redrafting, and finalizing language with 

ongoing input from collaborators and advisory team members. 

The definition below is the product of this collaborative process.  

THE WHOLE FAMILY APPROACH WITH 

TORTURE-AFFECTED FAMILIES

A whole family approach with torture-affected families draws 

on family systems perspectives and situates wellbeing within 

the context of the family. A whole family approach recognizes 

torture, trauma and other adversities as experiences that impact 

the family as a unit, as well as individual members, and primary 

and secondary torture survivors as integral members of their 

natal or chosen family, whether present, absent, or deceased.

Fundamental principles underpinning this approach are: 

families are inherently adaptive and resourceful, families 

are important sources of strength and support, and families 

have tremendous potential to support coping and healing.

In adopting this approach, providers work with individuals 

of all ages within a given family to assess needs and provide 

family-oriented services, tailored to the unique cultures, 

languages and needs of torture-affected families. In using this 

approach, providers encourage and ensure the age-appropriate 

participation of family members in addressing key issues and 

making decisions impacting their family. This includes working 

in collaboration with families to identify targeted resources and 

services and supporting families in overcoming hardships.

CENTER OF EXCELLENCE INITIATIVE: BUILDING A WHOLE 

FAMILY APPROACH FOR TORTURE-AFFECTED FAMILIES

The Whole Family Approach described here is one component 

of a broader Center of Excellence initiative focused on 

advancing family and systems-centered approaches within 

U.S. Survivor of Torture programs. This initiative includes 

the development of a comprehensive whole family services 

framework, compilation of vetted clinical tools, implementation 

resources, research publications and evidence-based 

interventions designed to support providers and programs 

in fostering whole family healing and resilience.
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