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‡The Ohio State University College of Medicine, Columbus, OH.

§Department of Psychiatry, University of Colorado School of Medicine, Aurora, CO.

Abstract

Impairments in family functioning are associated with more severe depressive and manic 

symptoms, earlier recurrences, and more suicidal behaviors in early-onset bipolar disorder. This 

study examined whether family-focused treatment for adolescents (FFT-A) with BD I or II 

disorder led to greater increases in family cohesion and adaptability and decreases in conflict over 

2 years compared to a briefer psychoeducational treatment (enhanced care, EC). Participants were 

144 adolescents (mean age:15.6 ± 1.4 years) with BD I or II with a mood episode in the previous 3 

months. Adolescents and parents were randomized to either FFT-A (21 sessions) or EC (three 

sessions). Patients received guideline-based pharmacotherapy throughout the 2-year study. 

Trajectories of adolescent- and parent-rated family cohesion, adaptability, and conflict were 

analyzed over 2 years. FFT-A had greater effects on adolescent-rated family cohesion compared to 

EC over 2 years. Participants in FFT-A and EC reported similar improvements in family conflict 

across the 2 years. In the FFT-A group, low-conflict families had greater adolescent-rated family 

cohesion throughout the study compared to high-conflict families. High-conflict families in both 

treatment groups tended to show larger reductions in conflict over 2 years than low-conflict 

families. Family psychoeducation and skills training may improve family cohesion in the early 

stages of BD. Measuring levels of family conflict at the start of treatment may inform treatment 

responsiveness among those receiving FFT-A.

Keywords

Bipolar Disorder; Cohesion; Adaptability; Family Functioning; Family-Focused Therapy; 
Adolescence; Mood Disorder

Family functioning is a critical prognostic variable for the course of major psychiatric 

disorders, such as bipolar disorder (BD), major depressive disorder, and schizophrenia. 
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Impairments in family functioning, including low family cohesion (bonding and closeness), 

low adaptability (flexibility in response to change), and high levels of conflict 

(disagreements, arguments, fights), are associated with earlier illness onset, persistence and 

recurrence of mood and psychotic disorders, and suicidal behaviors among adults with 

schizophrenia, major depressive disorder, and BD (Keitner & Miller, 1990; Koutra et al., 

2016; Miklowitz & Johnson, 2009).

For children and adolescents with BD, parent–child relationships are associated with less 

cohesion and adaptability, more conflict, and greater hostility compared to parent- child 

relationships in children with ADHD or healthy controls (Geller et al., 2000; Schenkel, 

West, Harral, Patel, & Pavuluri, 2008). These impairments in family functioning (e.g., 

parent- or adolescent-rated adaptability) are associated with a worse course of illness for 

early-onset BD including sustained depressive symptoms, earlier recurrences, more severe 

manic symptoms, and more suicidal ideation and behaviors (Ellis et al., 2014; Keenan-

Miller, Peris, Axelson, Kowatch, & Miklowitz, 2012; Kim, Miklowitz, Biuckians, & Mullen, 

2007; Schenkel et al., 2008; Sullivan, Judd, Axelson, & Miklowitz, 2012). More specifically, 

in children with BD, a measure of family conflict (i.e., power assertion) was associated with 

higher mania scores in a cross-sectional study (Schenkel et al., 2008). In a study of 

adolescents with BD, chronic stress in family relationships had stronger 1-year longitudinal 

associations with severity of mood symptoms (particularly depression) than either peer or 

academic stressors (Kim et al., 2007).

Conversely, adaptive family functioning has been shown to have a positive effect on 

outcomes for adolescents either at risk or already living with severe mental illness. Among 

adolescents at high risk for psychosis, positive communication and warmth from care-givers 

are associated with reductions in negative symptoms and improvements in social functioning 

(O’Brien et al., 2008). Children and adolescents with manic or mixed episodes who rate 

mothers as high in warmth were at lower risk of relapse over 24 months (Geller et al., 2002).

Interventions that reduce disturbances in cohesion, adaptability, and conflict, and increase 

the frequency of positive communication between adolescents and parents may have a 

beneficial impact on the course of psychiatric disorders in adolescents. Family-focused 

treatment for adolescents (FFT-A) is a manual-based, 9-month, 21-session treatment 

focusing on psychoeducation of BD, communication training, and problem-solving skills 

training. Primary analyses from the current trial examined whether pharmacotherapy plus 

FFT-A was more effective than pharmacotherapy plus EC in decreasing time to recovery 

from a mood episode (depressed, manic, mixed), increasing time to recurrence, and reducing 

symptom severity over the 2 years of the study. Results showed no differences between FFT-

A and EC on time to recovery or recurrence, but found secondary effects of FFT-A on manic 

symptoms (Miklowitz et al., 2014). A follow-up study among these same adolescents with 

BD and their families found that parent-reported conflict prior to treatment moderated the 

treatment responses of families such that high-conflict families receiving FFT-A showed 

greater reductions in conflict over time compared to low-conflict families in FFT-A (Sullivan 

et al., 2012). Lastly, compared to a briefer psychoeducational treatment (enhanced care, EC), 

FFT was associated with an improvement in constructive communication and decreased 

conflictual behaviors during family interactions among adolescents and young adults at 
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clinical high risk for psychosis (O’Brien et al., 2014). Thus, baseline levels of conflict may 

clarify which families are likely to benefit most from FFT-A.

The present study examines whether FFT-A, given in conjunction with guideline-based 

pharmacotherapy, is associated with increased levels of family cohesion and adaptability and 

lower levels of family conflict over 2 years in adolescents with bipolar I or II disorder and 

parents. We hypothesized that: (1) adolescents in FFT-A would report better family 

functioning over time than those in EC in cohesion, adaptability, and conflict; and (2) 

baseline family conflict would moderate the effects of FFT-A, with families reporting the 

highest levels of conflict showing the greatest changes in cohesion, adaptability, and conflict 

over time. We examined family functioning from the perspective of the adolescent and their 

primary caregiver.

METHODS

Overview

This randomized controlled trial was conducted in outpatient clinics in three locations: 

University of Colorado, Boulder, CO; University of Pittsburgh School of Medicine, 

Pittsburgh, PA; and the University of Cincinnati/Cincinnati Children’s Hospital Medical 

Center, Cincinnati, Ohio, USA. Recruitment included inpatient and outpatient sources, print 

and online advertisement, public presentations, and referrals from community practitioners. 

This study was approved by the institutional review boards of all three universities. Parents, 

adolescent patients, and siblings gave written consent or assent to participate after receiving 

full explanations of the trial procedures.

Participants

Participants ranged from 12 years, 0 months, to 18 years, 1 month. All met DSM-IVTR 

criteria for a diagnosis of bipolar I or II disorder. The “Kiddie” Schedule for Affective 

Disorders and Schizophrenia for School-Age Children, Present and Lifetime version (K-

SADS-PL; Chambers, 1985; Kaufman et al., 1997) was the main diagnostic assessment used 

to determine diagnosis using consensus reports of the adolescent and at least one parent. In 

addition, participants had to meet DSM-IV-TR criteria for a mood episode in the previous 3 

months (at least 2 weeks of syndromal depressive symptoms or one week of syndromal 

manic, hypomanic, or mixed symptoms, with significant impairment). Symptoms had to be 

of at least moderate severity for mania (≥17 on the K-SADS Mania Rating Scale; Axelson et 

al., 2003) or depression (≥16 on the K-SADS Depression Rating Scale; Chambers, 1985).

Study Procedures

Treatments—After the initial K-SADS-PL evaluation and a separate medical evaluation by 

a child psychiatrist, participants were randomly assigned in a 1:1 proportion to either 

pharmacotherapy plus FFT-A or pharmacotherapy plus EC, using a modified version of 

Efron’s biased coin toss, as administered by a data manager at the Pittsburgh site (Begg & 

Iglewicz, 1980). The groups were balanced at each study site by bipolar subtype (I and II) 

and mood state at study entry (depressed, manic/hypomanic, mixed).
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All participants in both treatment conditions (FFT-A and EC) received pharmacotherapy 

throughout the 2-year course of the study. Pharmacotherapy was managed by board-certified 

psychiatrists using the algorithms of the Child Psychiatric Workgroup on Bipolar Disorder 

(Kowatch & DelBello, 2005) as supervised by expert child pharmacologists. All clinicians 

were trained in both FFT-A and EC during a 2-day pretrial workshop and received monthly 

group teleconference supervision during the trial. Treatment fidelity in both conditions was 

monitored using the Therapist Competency and Adherence Scales, Revised (TCAS-R; 

Marvin, Miklowitz, O’Brien, & Cannon, 2016). Interrater reliability for the TCAS was 0.84; 

mean overall fidelity scores did not differ significantly across sites, treatment conditions, or 

the interaction of sites with treatment conditions. Further study design details are given in a 

paper reporting the primary analyses from this trial (Miklowitz et al., 2014).

Family-focused therapy for adolescents—Family-focused treatment for adolescents 

included 21, 1-hour sessions over 9 months (12 weekly, 6 biweekly, and 3 monthly) with 

adolescents, their parents, and siblings. Clinicians administered the treatment in three 

phases: psychoeducation, communication training, and problem-solving skills training. 

During the psychoeducation component, clinicians acquainted adolescent patients and their 

family members with the signs and symptoms of BD most relevant to the adolescent such as 

depressive, manic, anxiety, and/or psychotic symptoms. The clinician reviewed the causes of 

BD (e.g., vulnerability–stress model) and illness management strategies most fitting for the 

adolescent including mood charting, medication adherence, sleep/wake cycle monitoring, 

identifying risk/protective factors, stress and coping strategies, and developing consistent 

sleep habits. Lastly, the psychoeducation component focused on identifying early warning 

signs of relapse and prevention planning (e.g., how and when to contact the physician for a 

medication change). The next component focused on communication training in which 

family members were encouraged to rehearse active listening with each other, request 

changes in one another’s behavior, provide positive feedback to each other, and offer 

constructive criticism about specific behaviors. This positive communication between family 

members (e.g., expressing positive feelings, making positive requests, active listening) 

promotes a sense of closeness and warmth (i.e., cohesion) between family members. In 

problem-solving training, clinicians helped families focus on defining specific problems 

(e.g., conflicts within the school or social environment), identifying and evaluating possible 

solutions, selecting preferred solutions, and developing plans to implement the selected 

solutions. While working together to resolve family conflicts, family members are 

encouraged to be flexible in their roles and responsibilities (adaptability) allowing for a 

more successful problem-solving within the family system. For more details on FFT-A, 

please see Miklowitz et al., 2014.

Enhanced care—Enhanced care consisted of 3-weekly, 1-hour sessions for the 

adolescent, parents, and siblings, conducted in the first month after randomization. This brief 

psychoeducation included several topics from the full FFT-A treatment (i.e., mood 

monitoring, identifying early warning signs of recurrence, developing strategies to prevent 

recurrence) presented in abbreviated form (see above for fidelity measurement).
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Mood Measures

Mood severity—The Mania Rating Scale (MRS; Chambers, 1985) and Depression Rating 

Scale (Axelson et al., 2003) of the K-SADS-PL were used to assess mood severity. These 

clinician-rated measures consist of symptom items rated on 1–6 or 1–7 scales of severity, 

allowing for a fine-grained assessment of mood symptom severity and diagnostic 

clarification. Interrater reliabilities in the present study (intraclass rs), calculated across the 

three sites (12 K-SADS tapes rated by an average of 12 raters), were 0.89 for K-SADS 

Depression Rating Scale Scores and 0.81 for Mania Rating Scale scores.

To assess mood severity, an independent evaluator unaware of treatment assignments 

interviewed participants and at least one parent every 3 months during year 1 (with FFT-A 

sessions occurring between months 1–9 and EC sessions occurring during month 1) and 

every 6 months during year 2. Evaluators did not attend clinic meetings in which participants 

were discussed. If an evaluator became aware of a participant’s treatment condition, a new 

independent evaluator replaced him/her.

Family Functioning Measures

Family adaptability and cohesion evaluation scales—The Family Adaptability and 

Cohesion Evaluation Scale (FACES-II; Olson & Tiesel, 1991) is a 30-item, self-report 

measure completed by youths and their parents. Family behaviors are rated on a Likert scale 

from 1 (almost never) to 5 (almost always). The cohesion and adaptability subscales range 

from 15 to 70. Higher scores for each subscale reflect better family functioning. An example 

item from the cohesion subscale is “Family members feel very close to each other,” and an 

example item on the adaptability subscale is “When problems arise, we compromise.” The 

two subscales of cohesion and adaptability were computed for each participant and analyzed 

as separate dependent variables. Prior research has found that each subscale assesses a 

separate and important construct of family functioning (Place, Hulsmeier, Brownrigg, & 

Soulsby, 2005). In order to remain consistent with prior research reconciling single and dual-

parent homes, the parent score was determined using the higher of the two scores. The 

mother was the primary reporter in 97% of the cases (Ellis et al., 2014). Higher scores 

indicate greater reported cohesion and adaptability. Therefore, the higher of the two scores 

represented the families’ best parent-rated score. For this study, Cronbach’s alpha was .77 

for the FACES-II adolescent report and .74 for the parent report.

Conflict Behavior Questionnaire—The Conflict Behavior Questionnaire (CBQ) is a 

well-validated, 20-item, adolescent and parent self-report questionnaire that assesses the 

degree of negative communication and conflict within a family (Prinz, Foster, Kent, & 

O’Leary, 1979). Items on this instrument assessed argumentativeness, frustration in 

communication, degree of empathy for the child (or parent), and general relationship 

between the child and parent. The adolescent filled out a questionnaire regarding conflict 

with their primary caregiver, and one parent filled out the questionnaire regarding conflict 

with the adolescent. In two-parent families, we used the questionnaires completed by the 

parent who had the most daily contact with the child. For each scale item, participants 

indicated whether the statement is true or false. Sample items include “My mom screams a 

lot” and “My teenager often seems angry at me.” Responses are assigned a score of 0 or 1, 
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dependent on whether or not the response reflects conflict; items are summed to generate a 

total conflict score (range: 0–20; higher scores indicate greater conflict). In this study, 

Cronbach’s alpha for the CBQ was 0.93 for parent scores and 0.93 for child (adolescent) 

scores.

Statistical Analyses

Analyses were conducted using IBM Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS22). 

Baseline descriptive statistics were calculated for demographic and illness history variables 

and compared across treatment groups. Family functioning scores from the adolescent and 

parent perspectives were examined separately. The Pearson correlations and t-tests were 

used to assess the relationships between baseline demographic/symptom variables (e.g., age, 

sex, and baseline Depression Rating Scale and Mania Rating Scale scores) and family 

functioning variables as measured by adolescent and parent report (i.e., FACES cohesion, 

FACES adaptability, and CBQ scores) over 24 months. Variables that were associated with 

family functioning scores were included as covariates in overall mixed-effect regression 

models.

We analyzed the 2-year trajectory of all family functioning scores (i.e., FACES cohesion, 

FACES adaptability, and the CBQ) in parents and separately adolescents as a function of 

treatment condition, time, and baseline levels of family conflict, using full-factorial mixed-

effect regression models. Subject-level random intercepts were included to account for 

within-subject correlations induced by repeated measurements. Time was treated 

categorically across the study to allow for any higher-order, nonlinear trends throughout the 

24-month period. The baseline assessment and every 6-month follow-up were included in 

the models (i.e., months 0, 6, 12, 18, and 24). For ease of interpretation, we dichotomized 

scores for baseline family conflict into high/low scores by using the mean split of the 

average of the adolescent-rated and parent-rated CBQ scores, such that each family was 

classified as high or low in conflict. Baseline family conflict was examined as a moderator 

of the effect of treatment, time, and their interaction on family functioning (e.g., the 2-way 

and 3-way interactions between baseline CBQ, time, and treatment group on family 

adaptability, cohesion, and conflict). Treatment site and baseline Depression Rating Scale 

and Mania Rating Scale scores were covaried in each model. When we observed significant 

effects of treatment, time, or their interaction, post hoc least square comparisons were 

conducted to determine the direction of effects.

To evaluate whether differential participant attrition between the treatment groups explained 

group differences in family functioning, we conducted ANOVAs comparing treatment 

groups subdivided by completer (24 months of participation) versus noncompleter (exited 

study prior to 24 months) status on baseline family functioning scores (FACES cohesion, 

FACES adaptability, and the CBQ). Chi-square tests were conducted to evaluate differential 

participant attrition between treatment groups during the active treatment phase (first 9 

months) and at the last follow-up session. A chi-square test was also conducted to evaluate 

whether there were treatment group differences (FFT versus EC) in family adaptability, 

cohesion, and conflict between completers and noncompleters.
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RESULTS

Baseline Demographics

A total of 145 adolescents and families participated in the trial (54 at Colorado, 44 at 

Pittsburgh, and 47 at Cincinnati). Of the 145, 1 did not complete any baseline or follow-up 

FACES-II or CBQ questionnaires (Figure 1). Of the 144, 76 met DSM-IV criteria for bipolar 

I disorder and 68 met criteria for bipolar II disorder (Table 1). The mean age was 15.6 (SD = 

1.4) with 79 females and 65 males. There were no significant differences between treatment 

groups (FFT-A, EC) on baseline demographic variables (i.e., age, sex, race, ethnicity, SES), 

FACES-II adaptability scores (child and parent reports), cohesion scores (child and parent 

reports), or CBQ scores. None of the baseline demographic variables (i.e., sex, age, race, 

ethnicity, SES) nor baseline mood scores (DRS and MRS scores) were related to baseline 

family functioning variables.

Treatment Sessions

There was not a significant difference between treatment groups for the number of 

pharmacotherapy visits during the trial (mean = 11.6, SD = 6.9). Across sites, participants in 

FFT-A attended a mean of 15.4-hour-long sessions (SD = 7.3), out of 21 expected protocol 

sessions. In the EC group, participants attended a mean of 2.5-hour-long sessions (SD = 1.1) 

of 3 protocol sessions. Of the participants randomized to FFT-A, 40% received ≥18 sessions, 

18% received 10–17 sessions, 20% received one to nine sessions, and 22% received no 

sessions (dropped out following baseline interview). Among participants in the EC group, 

79% received three sessions, 8% received one to two sessions, and 13% received no 

sessions.

Participant Attrition

The FFT-A and EC groups did not differ in the proportion of participants who dropped out 

of the study during the active treatment phase (first 9 months; 43% and 32%, respectively; 

χ2(1) = 2.25, p = .13). At the two-year follow-up, 54% of the FFT-A group remained in the 

study compared to 43% of the EC group, a nonsignificant difference (χ2(1) = 2.49, p = .12). 

There were no significant differences between participants completing the study (n = 71) 

versus exiting the study (n = 73) on FACES-II adaptability scores (child and parent reports), 

cohesion scores (child and parent reports), or CBQ scores (child and parent reports) obtained 

at baseline. However, participants who terminated early had higher baseline K-SADS Mania 

Rating Scale scores than those who were followed across the 2 years, F(1,143) = 5.57, p 
= .02. Participants who lived with one biological parent or in another living situation were 

more likely to terminate the study earlier (M = 77.0 weeks, SD = 35.9) than participants who 

lived with both biological parents (M = 92.2 weeks, SD = 28.3; F(1,121) = 6.07, p = .02).

Effects of Treatment on Family Functioning Scores over Time

Cohesion—There was no main effect of treatment group or time on adolescent-rated 

cohesion scores; however, there was a significant interaction between treatment group and 

time on adolescent-rated cohesion, F(4,223) = 2.53, p = .04. Follow-up pairwise analyses 

revealed adolescents’ cohesion in the FFT group improved to significantly higher levels 

O’DONNELL et al. Page 7

Fam Process. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2021 June 01.

A
uthor M

anuscript
A

uthor M
anuscript

A
uthor M

anuscript
A

uthor M
anuscript



during the 12- to 18-month trajectory compared to adolescents in the EC group, F(1,265) = 

4.80, p = .03. There were no significant differences between treatment groups during the 18- 

to 24-month trajectory.

Baseline conflict also moderated the effect of treatment group on adolescent-rated cohesion 

scores, F(1,107) = 6.38, p = .01. In the FFT-A group, the low-conflict families had greater 

adolescent-rated family cohesion throughout the study compared to the high-conflict 

families, F(1,112) = 4.61, p = .03. In the EC group, there was no difference between high- 

versus low-conflict families on adolescent-rated family cohesion. Baseline conflict did not 

interact with time, nor was there a three-way interaction between treatment condition, time, 

and baseline conflict on adolescent-rated cohesion.

There were no main effects or interactive effects of treatment group or time on parent-rated 

cohesion. Baseline conflict negatively predicted parent-rated cohesion throughout the course 

of the study, F(1,100) = 5.87, p = .02; however, baseline conflict did not interact with 

treatment group or time on parent-rated cohesion (see Figure 2).

Adaptability—There was no effect of treatment condition, time, or their interaction on 

adolescent-rated adaptability. However, there was a 3-way interaction between baseline 

family conflict, treatment condition, and time on adolescent-rated adaptability scores, 

F(1,109) = 5.28, p = .02. In the FFT-A group, low-conflict families had higher adolescent-

rated adaptability scores over 24 months compared to high-conflict families, F(1,112) = 

5.74, p = .018. In the EC group, there was no difference between high- versus low-conflict 

families in adaptability scores. Baseline conflict did not interact with time or with treatment 

and time on adolescent-rated adaptability scores.

There was no effect of treatment group on parent-rated family adaptability scores. However, 

parent-rated adaptability scores increased (indicating greater adaptability) over the course of 

the study in both treatment groups, F(4,230) = 3.55, p = .008. Baseline conflict was 

negatively related to parent-rated adaptability scores, indicating that high baseline conflict 

predicted reduced adaptability throughout the study, F(1,100) = 11.70, p = .001. There were 

no interactions between predictors of parent-rated adaptability (see Figure 3).

Conflict—There was no effect of treatment group, time, or their interaction on adolescent-

rated family conflict. Higher baseline levels of overall family conflict were associated with 

higher adolescent-rated conflict scores over the course of the study, F(1,107) = 7.15, p 
= .008. Baseline family conflict also moderated the effect of time on adolescent-rated 

cohesion at a marginally significant level, F(4,247) = 2.05, p = .09, which indicated that, 

despite having higher conflict throughout the study, the high-conflict families also showed 

greater improvements in adolescent-rated conflict over the course of the study compared to 

low-conflict families. Baseline conflict did not interact with treatment group or treatment 

group by time in predicting adolescent-rated conflict scores.

There was no effect of treatment group on parent-rated family conflict. However, in both 

groups, parent-rated conflict decreased at every time point compared to the baseline 

measurement over the course of the study, F(4,258) = 15.71, p < .001. There was no 
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interaction between treatment group and time on parent-rated family conflict. Baseline 

family conflict was positively associated with parent-rated conflict throughout the course of 

the study such that high baseline conflict predicted greater conflict, F(1,107) = 7.15, p 
= .008. Additionally, baseline conflict moderated the effect of time on parent-rated conflict 

scores at a marginally significant level, F(4,259) = 2.23, p = .07, which indicated that the 

high-conflict families, although maintaining higher conflict throughout the study, also 

showed greater reductions in conflict over the course of the study compared to low-conflict 

families. Baseline conflict did not interact with treatment condition or treatment by time on 

parent-rated conflict scores (see Figure 4).

DISCUSSION

This study examined the effects of two psychosocial interventions on family functioning 

(cohesion, adaptability, conflict) among families of adolescents with bipolar I or II disorder, 

and the moderating effects of baseline conflict on these family outcomes. Both treatments 

targeted family environments and were psychoeducational in approach; however, the FFT-A 

was longer (21 sessions) and included skills training modules focused on communication 

and problem-solving. The EC condition was intended to reflect the level of educational input 

that families often receive in community clinic settings: three information-oriented sessions 

about mood symptoms, recognition of prodromal signs, and relapse prevention planning.

Adolescents randomized to the FFT-A group reported greater improvements in family 

cohesion compared to the EC group. Although FFT-A was not designed to directly target 

cohesion and make family members more interdependent, certain skills introduced in this 

treatment may enhance this dimension of family functioning. Beyond psychoeducation, 

FFT-A introduces skills that encourage positive communication between family members 

(e.g., expressing positive feelings, making positive requests, active listening) and working 

together to resolve family conflicts. These skill training tasks in FFT-A may promote a sense 

of closeness and warmth (i.e., cohesion) between family members. Prior studies have found 

associations between greater family cohesion and illness course (i.e., shorter depressive 

episodes, lower relapse rates, better social functioning) in those with BD (Keenan-Miller et 

al., 2012; Kim et al., 2007; Schenkel et al., 2008; Sullivan et al., 2012). Research examining 

whether cohesion mediates the relationship between family intervention and key outcome 

variables (e.g., course of illness, quality of life) measured over time may suggest the 

importance of cohesion as a treatment target for adolescents with severe mental illness. 

Currently, no family psychoeducational interventions explicitly target cohesion.

Family-focused treatment for adolescents and EC did not differentially affect conflict, which 

decreased from pre- to post-treatment in both conditions. It is possible that the decrease in 

conflict observed in both treatment groups occurred independently of any effects of the 

interventions. We were also surprised that youth in the lengthier FFT-A did not differ from 

those in EC on symptomatic outcomes until the second year of study follow-up (Miklowitz 

et al., 2014). There are adolescents with BD who appear to respond very quickly once 

entering an integrated treatment program, possibly due to immediate medication effects or 

the reduction in distress about mood symptoms that may be a by-product of family 

education. Families may react positively to the patient’s improvement from being acutely 
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symptomatic at baseline to remitted or only subthreshold at follow-up (Miklowitz et al., 

2014). These early responders may show most of their clinical benefits early in the follow-

up, and not during the lengthier interval of the full FFT treatment. Future studies may be 

able to characterize early responders who do equally well with these two treatments of 

different intensities.

Another possibility is that the three sessions of EC were just as effective in reducing levels 

of conflict as the 21 sessions of FFT-A, although this is not supported in studies that look at 

conflict in direct observation tasks (O’Brien et al., 2014; Sullivan et al., 2012). Finally, the 

CBQ, a self-report measure of conflict, may not adequately measure negative exchanges that 

persist even if they do not always lead to arguments. Additionally, capturing the frequency 

of positive communication in the context of negative exchanges may require direct 

observation of family interactions rather than self-report measures.

Families that began the study with high conflict trended toward greater reductions in conflict 

over time compared to those who began with low conflict, regardless of treatment 

assignment. Prior research examining adolescents with BD and their families also found that 

high-conflict families demonstrated significantly greater decreases in conflict over time 

compared to low-conflict families (Sullivan et al., 2012). Together, these results indicate that 

placing a greater emphasis on effectively resolving family conflicts during the treatment 

process may result in greater improvements in overall family functioning over time.

A secondary finding was that levels of baseline conflict moderated the effects of treatment 

group on adolescent-rated cohesion and adaptability scores. Families low in conflict may 

already possess strengths in communication and problem-solving skills that become further 

enhanced during FFT-A, resulting in a greater sense of emotional bonding and closeness 

between family members (cohesion) and greater flexibility of a family system (adaptability).

It is worth noting that variability in cohesion, adaptability, and conflict were not related to 

initial symptom states, as baseline mood was controlled in these analyses. Prior results from 

this trial also found that the effects of treatment on quality of life were independent of 

baseline mood symptoms (O’Donnell et al., 2017). The large-scale STEP-BD (Systematic 

Treatment Enhancement Program for Bipolar Disorder) study of adults with BD indicated 

that FFT, interpersonal and social rhythm therapy, and cognitive–behavioral therapy each 

had a greater effect on relationship functioning than brief psychoeducational therapy over 1 

year, even when controlling for concurrent depressive symptoms (Keenan-Miller et al., 

2012; Kim et al., 2007; Schenkel et al., 2008; Sullivan et al., 2012). Future research that 

allocates adolescents with BD and their families to treatment conditions based on their 

baseline mood episode (i.e., currently depressed, manic, or mixed) may clarify whether the 

effects of psychosocial interventions vary according to the polarity of the index study 

episode.

Limitations

All families in this study were seeking treatment for their adolescents with BD. Therefore, 

the results may not generalize to families who are less motivated for psychosocial treatment. 

In addition, the sample was primarily Caucasian and from middle- to upper-class homes. 
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Results may not generalize to families that experience sociocultural challenges (e.g., 

transportation challenges, differences between generations in levels of acculturation) that 

affect perceptions of the family, treatment engagement, or treatment responsiveness.

Self-report measures are often chosen over observational, clinician-rated measures due to 

their ease of use and versatility in various environments (in-person, online). However, the 

self-report measures used in this study, FACES-II and CBQ, may not have been sensitive 

enough to capture important changes in family relationships. When using observational 

measures of family interactions, prior research has found that FFT is associated with 

improvements in constructive communication and decreases in conflict in families with 

adolescents or young adults at high risk for psychosis (O’Brien et al., 2014) and enhanced 

family or spousal communication in families with adults with bipolar disorder (Simoneau, 

Miklowitz, Richards, Saleem, & George, 1999).

This study did not standardize medication choices or dosage plans, and it is conceivable that 

medications influenced the family functioning scores (FACES-II, CBQ) from adolescents or 

parents in one treatment group more than the other. It is also possible that the observed 

improvements in family cohesion in the FFT-A group were related to the greater number of 

sessions offered to families compared to the EC group. Future studies comparing FFT-A to 

treatments of similar frequency and duration would help to clarify this concern.

The attrition rates in FFT-A (43%) and the EC group (32%) during the 9-month active 

treatment phase are consistent with prior rates observed in family therapy studies, which 

range from 40 to 60% in meta-analyses (Wierzbicki & Pekarik, 1993). Further research is 

needed to identify factors associated with attrition in FFT-A and similar family treatment 

models for adolescents with severe mental illness.

CONCLUSIONS

Results highlight the impact of offering family-focused psychoeducation and skills training 

in the early stages of BD to improve family functioning. Accounting for family 

characteristics such as conflict, cohesion, and adaptability at the start of psychosocial or 

medical treatments may inform treatment responsiveness.
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Figure 1. 
CONSORT Diagram. Two-Year Randomized Trial of Pharmacotherapy with Either Family-

Focused Treatment (21 Sessions) or Enhanced Care (Three Sessions) in Adolescents with 

Bipolar I or II Disorder.
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Figure 2. 
Comparing Family-Focused Treatment and Enhanced Care on Mean Cohesion Scores 

Across 2 Years. FACES-II Cohesion Scores: Estimated Predicted Means and Standard Errors 

of the Estimated Means. Months After Randomization.
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Figure 3. 
Comparing Family-Focused Treatment and Enhanced Care on Mean Adaptability Scores 

Across 2 Years.
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Figure 4. 
Comparing Family-Focused Treatment and Enhanced Care on Mean Conflict Scores Across 

2 Years.
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Table 1

Demographics and Clinical Characteristics of Adolescents with Bipolar I and II Disorder

Family-Focused Treatment (n = 72) Enhanced Care (n = 72)

Characteristics n (%) n (%)

Female 36 (50) 43 (59.7)

Bipolar subtype (bipolar II disorder) 32 (44.4) 36 (50)

Non-white 12 (16.7) 12 (16.7)

Hispanic 7 (9.7) 5 (6.9)

Lives with both biological parents 23 (31.9) 27 (37.5)

Current comorbid disorders

 Anxiety disorder 27 (37.5) 30 (41.7)

 Attention-deficit/hyperactivity disorder 25 (34.7) 23 (31.9)

 Oppositional defiant or conduct disorder 22 (30.6) 20 (27.8)

Medications prescribed

 Lithium 13 (18.1) 11 (15.3)

 Anticonvulsants 19 (26.4) 14 (19.4)

 Second-generation antipsychotics 47 (65.3) 44 (61.1)

 Antidepressants 17 (23.6) 10 (13.9)

Mean ± SD Mean ± SD

Age 15.5 ± 1.4 15.7 ± 1.5

Socioeconomic status (class 1–5)
a 3.6 ± 1.3 3.7 ± 1.1

Baseline Depression Rating Scale 24.2 ± 10.7 26.9 ± 10.9

Baseline mania rating score 29.1 ± 12.0 28.1 ± 10.7

CGAS most severe past 40.6 ± 8.0 40.6 ± 7.8

CGAS current 47.8 ± 16.3 50 ± 4.9

a
Higher values indicate higher education and occupation; a value of three indicates middle class.
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