
 
 

What is a dysfunctional family system?  
 
High conflict or chaos, lack of structure or boundaries, indifference to the physical or emotional 
wellbeing of children or other family members 
Abusive environments, substance use, poor parenting, chronic illness, mental illness, poor 
communication, etc. can negatively impact the functioning of a family system. 
 

5 Types of Dysfunctional Families: 

 
 
What is a healthy family system? 
 
Family members nurture and support one another, family members are emotionally close with each 
other, there is a sense of wellbeing among all members 
No family is “perfect”. Every family has conflict, stress, pain, etc. In a healthy family, love, respect, trust, 
support, and communication can help get the family through those difficult times. Healthy families have 
a strong foundation to resolve problems that arise within the system or individual members. 
 

Pathological 
Family

One or more parent abuses substances or suffers 
from mental illness, children don't have basic needs 

or emotional needs met, children have extra 
responsibiltiy because parents can't function properly

Dominant-
Submissive 

Family

Ruled by a dictator parent who does not take 
spouse or children into consideration, demanding 

and high consequences

Chronic 
Conflict 
Family

Lots of arguments or disputes, verbally abusive, 
resentment and chaos in the home because of 

unresolved problems

Chaotic 
Family

Children are poorly looked after because parents 
are busy, non-present, or abusive, inconsistency, 

rules of family are unclear

Emotionally 
Detached 

Family

Low warmth and affection, family members don't 
talk about feelings or disregard them, cold/distant, 

emotionally unavailable



 
 

 
 
 

Family 
Hero

Caretaker of the family, 
"Good kid", high 

achieving, follows the 
rules, seeks approval from 

others, very responsible

Might feel guilt, 
inadequacy, or hurt

Victim
Blames others for 

problems, self-pity, 
hostility/manipulation to 

get attention or sympathy

Might feel shame, guilt, 
fear, pain, hurt

Chief 
Enabler

Emotionally close to 
the victim, "protector" 

of victim or others, 
passive/submissive, 
martyr, responsible

Might feel anger, hurt, 
guilt, low self-esteem

Scapegoat "Problem child", acts 
out, hostile, defiant, 

rule-breaker

Might feel rejection, 
hurt, guilt, jealousy, 

anger

Mascot
Family clown, 

immature, distracting, 
hyperactive, 

emotionally fragile, 
avoids problems

Might feel fear, 
anxiety, insecurity

Lost child
Black sheep of the 

family, independent, 
attaches to things not 
people, shy/quiet, rich 

fantasy life, average

Might feel rejection, 
hurt, anxiety

Family Systems: 
The Roles We Play 


