
What is helpful? - development under 
pressure



Agenda

• Characteristics of the context we initially meet
• Epistemic trust – what is it
• Presentation of cases 
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A different starting point

• Often the case in the literature: ”The family were
concerned with their sons rage” or ”The family were
referred because they wanted to deal with their sons
diagnosis”

• Often the case in our practice: ”The family were
referred because the child welfare worker was
concerned with their sons rage” and so on
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What we often meet (and are part of)
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Saturation of powerlessness

• When the majority of the network experience their
actions as meaningless and inefficient

• When the majority of the network are emotionally
affected by this in ways that both reflect the situation 
and their own experiences with shame, guilt, regret, 
powerlessness and so on
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Who are to blame?

• ”The case workers are always referring
the cases way to late and the problems 
have gotten out of control”
• ”The family therapists are only talking

with and supporting the parents. No 
challenges and no real changes
happen”
• ”The case worker just wants to remove

my baby”
• ”The family cannot mentalise”
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Different reactions – our bruises

• They are critical om me – I am 
incompetent, and it is all my fault.

• I am weak and a failure

• I am no able to take care of myself – I 
again and again place myselt in 
damaging situations

• And so on
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Simplifying solutions to complex
problems

• ”His ADHD is causing trouble, and he 
should be put on medication again”
• ”The parents are terrorizing each

other with the kid in the middle. She
needs to be placed out of home”
• ”They are all traumatized and all 

need trauma treatment”
• ”The parents lack of eye contact is 

damaging to the baby/child” 
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What we try to hold on to

• Trying to understand and describe people and their
problems in common/general terms before opting for 
specifics
• Trying to be aware of taken-for-granted ideas
• Trying to think and arrange in processes and 

involvement before decisions
• Being more than one therapist and trying to 

communicate with all important actors
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Epistemic trust
- an introduction
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The concept of RESISTANCE can retire
- never again will we hear ourselves say: 

• We had a great intervention, a 
wonderfully fitting hypothesis and 
we really nailed the analysis of the 
dysfunctional family patterns.

• - they were just not open for it, 
not ready for that..there were just 
way too much resistance! 
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Definitions of Epistemic Trust

• ..”an individuals willingness to consider new knowledge                                 
from another person as trustworthy, generalizable,                                         

and relevant to the self.” (Sperber (2010) i Fonagy & Allison (2014)

• ..”openness to learning, epistemic trust.” 
(Fonagy, Luyten, Allison and Campbell, 2019).
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Different from the concept of …

Basic Trust
- the level of trust in close relations

…might be a distant cousin. 
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It´s not the idea itself!

• Epistemic trust is NOT a focus on wether we have good or scientifically 
evidensbased ideas or not. It is rather a focus on the factors that determines 
wether a person presented with our great ideas dare to trust us to receive it, 
try to understand it and will experiment with it.  

This factor is called Epistemic Trust, and raises the questions:

• What makes ideas travel into peoples lifes?
• What make people take ideas into account as relevant to them?
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Now ask yourselves:

What makes you trust and 
use knowledge given to 
you by others 
in your own life? 

Please talk to the person 
next to you for 2 minutes 
about that. 
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“Epistemic vigilance is the default state of the human mind” (p. 186, 

Asen og Fonagy, 2021)

• A reasonable and sound skepticism is part of our innate preparation for life: 
“Epistemic vigilance is a self-protective suspicion, toward potentially damaging, 

deceptive, or inaccurate information” (Sperber et al, 2010). 

• Our life-experiences gives us, teaches us who we can trust and what we can trust to 
be of value to us in our life. And what not. 

• These combined clusters of life-experience will equal our Epistemic Trust at any 
given time. Or our Epistemic  Mis-Trust 

• We learn to trust knowledge from others - and not by coincidence.
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Some elements that enable Epistemic Trust

The feeling, that a person tries to “get me” as a social agent: 

• Try to understand my lifesituation 

• Try to grasp my Point of View

• Try to show respect for my personal (preferred) selfnarrative and at the same 
time…describe my difficulties in a way that I somewhat recognize myself

• Show curiosity for my inner-mentallife and outer lifegoals

• Remains friendly, forthcoming and calm: ostensive cues 

18 FAMILY THERAPY CONGRESS 2022



Ostensive cues

• Ostension is the action by which we show og demonstrate 
something.

• Cues: Eyecontact, smiles, eyebrow lifting, forthcoming bodily 
gestures, approaching armlifting, energized invitation and verbal 
responsiveness and timing that signals: YOU and NOW. 

• Ostensive Cues are directed communication that will make people 
feel that they are “being recognized as important, as respected social 
agents” (p. 29, Asen & Fonagy, 2022).
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Please note that “try” is a keyword. 

• Epistemic trust is not based on some perfect reading of the person       - it´s 
not a hole in one. - not a magical x-ray psychological vision

• It is rather based on the person experiencing, that the therapist will keep on 
trying to “get them right” and in that process incorporating all the “wrong 
guesses” - as concluded by the feedback given from the person - in that 
continued reading and guessing. 

• A persons experience that includes validation of their own feedback in 
correcting the therapists understanding of them, can actually create more 
Epistemic Trust, than a “perfect” reading can. Repair.
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The matter of Epistemic Trust is fluent
• Epistemic Trust is learned - not given. 

• Epistemic Trust is not fixed once and for all. It depends on re-newal all the time. 
Especially in times of crisis, where new ideas/strategies and help from others are most 
needed. 

• People will never come to us “open to learning”, completely trusting and self-
motivated.

• People will need to see how we handle their history of epistemic trust, before they 
will consider/be able to trust knowledge from us. 

• … and it can easily backfire: We can also create Epistemic Mis-Trust in our attempt to 
help people, because invitation to trust in our knowledge will trigger previous 
experiences of times in their life, when trusting was connected to pain. 
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When is Epistemic Mis-Trust created/learned?

22

When trusting someones knowledge 
has been devastating for you and 

your identity

When Epistemic Trust ment, 
that you were being 

taken advantage of or exploited
When these experience raises 

natural feelings of rage, suspicion 
and feeling cheated…

But not being recognized!

Natural self-protection is activated. 
Caution to never let that happen again 

means that: 

TRUST = DANGER
MISTRUST = SAFE
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Epistemic Mis-Trust becomes reminders to the familiytherapist to realize:

• That people always have very good reasons for Epistemic Mis-Trust and that they must have 
been in contexts where Mis-Trust was wiser and much more needed that Trust. 

• We inherid peoples previous experiences with help - wether it is from their network og from 
other professionals. Therefore it is a good idea not to define their rejections, doubts and 
critique too personal - but to explore and repair these re-triggered memories. 

• Some degree of “Epistemic Mis-Trust issue” is therefore to be expected. Be prepared for them 
to show up and welcome them, because then you can work with these experiences and create 
awareness about the Mis-Trust-heritage. 

• So when we hit a wall in therapi, the notion of Epistemic Trust would invites us to ..
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What does Epistemic Trust asks of us as therapist?

To practise a very flexible terapeutic stance, balancing to foci equally:  

24

Identifying and learning
about Epistemic Mis-Trust 
- when it is triggered.

Have methods for that. 

Problemsolving with focus
on identifying, understanding
and experiencing with the
difficulties of the family

FOCUS ON EPISTEMIC 
MIS-TRUST/TRUST

FOCUS ON THE 
PROBLEMS/RESSOURCES 

OF THE FAMILY
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A method to work with Epistemic Mis-Trust?
• Recognise Epistemic Mis-Trust or the non-mentalizing.

• Stop and make a break: simmer up/down emotions by identifying them 

• Make clear the need for understanding the reactions, validate and take them 
seriously. Create a context for that. 

• In that new context consider how your work triggerede previous experiences 
and learn about that time in the persons life. 

• Incorporate that knowledge into the present cooperation with the 
person/family onwards. 
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Do you want to learn more?

•Sperber, D., Clement, F., Heintz, C., Mascaro, O., Mercier, H., Origgi, G., & 
Wilson, D. (2010). Epistemic vigilance. Mind & Language, 25, 359–393. 
doi:10.1111/j.1468-0017.2010.01394.x 

•Mentalization-Based Treatment with Families, (2022): Asen, E. & Fonagy, P. 
The Guildford Press, London. 

•Fonagy, P., Luyten, P., Allison, E., & Campbell, C. (2019). Mentalisin, Epistemic 
Trust and the Phenomenology of pschotherapy. Psychopathology, 52, 94-103. 
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Case  I



Parental (competencies) 
assessment

• Requested by Child welfare case workers/municipality
with letter of instruction
• Used in decisions about out-of-home placements or 

the opposite
• Specific demands regarding the activities of the 

assessment and the content of the report
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Ways to  maintain focus on epistemic trust 
issues in the therapeutic work
• Recognise Epistemic Mis-Trust and  the non-mentalizing in the avoidance, the 

aggression, the demanding tone, the disqualification, the withdrawing, the ”I 
dont know”, etc. 

• Make clear the need for understanding the reactions, validate them and take
them seriously. Create a context for that. Also for translating it to others

• Be curious about how the here and now in the therapy / life triggerede 
previous experiences and learn about that time in the persons life to 
understand current survival strategies when mentalization breaks down
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Thank you for listening (or looking as if you
did)



What this has to do with 
development under pressure?

• Not trying to build trust, but understand mistrust
• Seeking to understand the particular experiences that

have shaped the ways in which people deal with 
current problems
• Openly sharing and adjusting understandings
• Supporting people in expressing their understandings

to relevant others eg. family members, case workers
and so on
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Intentions, actions and effects
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ActionIntention Effect


