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Birth date and location 
Mara Selvini Palazzoli was born 
in Italy in 1916 and died in 
1999.

Educational background 
Mara Selvini Palazzoli, MD, 
studied internal medicine in 

Italy, but ultimately decided to pursue psychiatry in 
Switzerland. 

Contributions to the field 
Mara is best known as the leader of the Milan group, 
a team of four psychiatrists (including Luigi Boscolo, 
Gianfranco Cecchin and Giuliana Prata) in Milan, 
Italy, who conducted clinical exploratory research with 
families with psychotic patients in the early 1970s. 
Their work is generally referred to as the Milan systemic 
approach. The group initially borrowed from American 
family therapy pioneers, like Bateson and the MRI 
group, but would later become some of the foremost 
educators in the field world wide. A good deal of their 
work focused on anorexia and schizophrenia, with 
therapists working in teams and using one-way mirrors 
to achieve objectivity. Mara made major contributions 
to the field in the understanding of transactional 
patterns in families with an anorexic member. She also 
focused on the effects of the “invariant prescription” in 
generating a typology of “family games” by studying the 
responses of different families to the same therapeutic 
intervention. Paradox and Counterparadox, available 
in the U.S. in the late 70s, was read world wide and 
gives one of the most comprehensive accounts of the 
group’s work. Mara’s book, Self-starvation, was also 
available in 1978. Mara was a 1985 recipient of the 
AAMFT’s Distinguished Contribution to Research in 
Family Therapy award. In fact, she was very dissatisfied 
with the level of research in the field and advocated 
for more research, stating that it is an absolutely vital 
component of family therapy. Thus, she separated from 
her colleagues in 1980 and founded a private practice in 
order to do intensive research with family therapy as the 
methodology. 

Influences leading to interest in  
family-based interventions 
Mara had a strong interest in a disorder seen in Italy 
after World War II, anorexia nervosa. Believing it to 
be an emotional disorder, she decided to treat it with 
traditional psychoanalytic methods. But after much 
frustration, she traveled to the U.S. in the late 60s to 
learn about family therapy and returned to Italy to 
incorporate these ideas into her team for treatment of 
anorexia and schizophrenia. Mara also had an innate 
curiosity about human behavior. She would observe 
people surrounding her quite intently and wondered 
about their professional lives, educational backgrounds 
and family lives. Her interest in focusing on research 
in family therapy was stirred in 1978 by Italy’s decision 
to close all of its mental health hospitals. Instead, they 
developed district psychiatric centers which were not 
hospital centers but consultation centers. In those 
centers teams were assigned to deal with families that 
came in with a psychotic member. The results were 
disastrous because many of the teams were not capable 
of working with families with a psychotic member or of 
stopping a psychotic crisis. At this point Mara decided 
to conduct research to develop a model that would make 
dealing with those families easier for therapists.  

How this work is being carried on today 
Some of the major concepts emerging from, or advanced 
by, the Milan Group which greatly influenced the 
field are circularity, hypothesis building and curiosity, 
psychotic family “games,” and time. Mara’s work, along 
with the rest of the team, was described by James A. 
Marley in Family Involvement in Treating Schizophrenia 
(2003) as “raising the art of asking good questions 
almost to a science.” Although the Milan group’s stance 
on neutrality drew some criticism from those in the field 
who felt it was too distancing, their work and the Milan 
systemic approach has had a major and far reaching 
impact on the field. Today, the Post-Milan approach is 
an amalgam of the original concepts blended with new 
techniques.   

Information excerpted from Family Therapy News, May/June 
1985 and September/October 1986.

Mara Selvini Palazzoli
Birth date and location 
Peggy Papp was born in 1923 in Salt Lake City, Utah.

Educational background 
Peggy earned her MSW at Hunter College, School of 
Social Work, New York City. 

Contributions to the field 
Gender-focused research and dialogue have long 
been at the center of attention in the marriage and 
family therapy field. The origin of these discussions 
can be traced back roughly 35 years to a time when 
the pioneers of family therapy started to question the 
gender assumptions inherent in our society. In the 
1970s, Peggy helped call attention to the number of 
publications that blamed mothers for every kind of 
problem. Mothers were blamed for schizophrenia, incest, 
domestic violence, and sexual harassment, just to name 
a few. Peggy has continued to be a key participant in 
this evolution of ideas about gender and power, and 
often took part in the initial debates, and continues to 
do so today. She is an internationally renowned therapist 
and author of numerous articles and books on family 
therapy, including The Process of Change, considered a 
classic in the field; co-author of the landmark book, The 
Invisible Web: Gender Patterns in Family Relationships; 
and editor of Couples on the Faultline: New Directions 
for Therapists. She has presented extensively in the 
U.S., Europe, South America, China and Israel. She is 
recognized for her many innovative contributions to 
family therapy, including family sculpting and the use of 
themes and belief systems. She was the recipient of the 
AAMFT’s Lifetime Achievement Award and has been 
honored by the American Family Therapy Academy for 
her pioneering work on The Women’s Project for Family 
Therapy (with Marianne Walters, Olga Silverstein and 
Betty Carter). 

Influences leading to interest in  
family-based interventions 
Peggy and Olga Silverstein began a program using 
paradox in 1974, working with families of symptomatic 
children (Minuchin and Fishman, 1981). 

How this work is being 
carried on today 
Peggy is currently a senior 
faculty member of the 
Ackerman Institute for 
the Family, and founder 
and director of Ackerman’s 
Depression and Gender 
Project. In this project, 
a model was created 
that recognized the role 
gender plays in depression. 
A multi-dimensional 
treatment approach 
is practiced that takes into account the biological, 
psychological, cultural and interpersonal aspects of 
depression. The family is seen as an essential part of the 
recovery and is involved in the treatment process. In 
addition to her Ackerman affiliation, Peggy has a private 
practice in family therapy in New York City.

Some information courtesy of the Ackerman Institute for 
the Family, New York, NY. Also from Family Therapy 
Magazine, July/August 2002.

Reference: Minuchin, S., & Fishman, H. C. (1981). Family 
therapy techniques. Harvard University Press.
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