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The Soprano-Rodriguez Family: Noting Culture and Finances

The Soprano-Rodriguez family genogram illustrates family relationships and stresses related to culture and finances. Alina sought couples therapy because she and Kenneth were arguing constantly lately. She said that they had almost come to physical blows. She felt alienated from Kenneth; he drank two or three beers and fell asleep on the couch almost every night. Their sex life had come to a halt. She wondered if he no longer loved her and if he regretted having married her. Alina talked about her marital problems with her friends at the hospital where she worked. Her friends told her she could not continue this way and suggested she seek therapy. She made the appointment and the couple came in together.

The genogram revealed financial problems and cultural differences that are most likely to be playing a role in the couple’s marital difficulties. In working with couples it is important to get a good history of their income and expenses.

1. Finances
· Kenneth works full-time Monday through Friday as a salesman at Sears and earns $32,000 a year. Alina works part-time as a nurse’s aide for twenty hours per week and earns $10,000 a year. Their combined take home pay is $2,135 a month.

· They have $15,000 in credit card debt, having maxed out 3 credit cards at $5,000 each. Their credit card payments total $237 a month.

· They drive to work, and their gasoline expenses total $150 a month.

· They both have inexpensive used cars that are paid for, but the cars often need repairs which they stated has caused them to run up their credit card debt.

· Kenneth and Alina both smoke approximately two packs of cigarettes a day. To save money they buy their cigarettes by the carton. Three cartons per week cost them $360 a month.

· Kenneth and Alina both drink beer, although Kenneth has been drinking more lately. They spend $20 on beer a week, or $80 a month.

· Kenneth and Alina each spend $10 a week on lottery tickets, or $80 a month.

· To save money, they live in an apartment in the two-family home owned by Alina’s mother and pay low rent of $500 a month.

· They do not pay for child care because Alina’s mother helps them by taking care of the children while Alina works in the hospital. Alina arranges her schedule at the hospital so that it does not interfere with her mother’s job.

2. Cultural Issues—Responsibility to Family
· Alina’s mother is as a beautician and owns a small beauty parlor where she works with Alina’s sister Elaine. In return for her mother’s help, Alina helps her mother at the beauty parlor on Saturdays and Kenneth stays with the children. Kenneth does not like that Alina works every Saturday for no pay, but Alina says that she owes this to her mother.

· Alina’s family of origin is from Colombia. Latin families value responsibility for the extended family. Kenneth’s family of origin is third-generation Italian and Irish descent. Kenneth’s family has acculturated the American value of responsibility for the nuclear family. These cultural differences are a source of stress in their relationship.

· Kenneth’s mother has breast cancer. Kenneth helps his mother with the correspondence and communications with doctors, hospitals, and insurance companies. Kenneth’s sister drives their mother to all her doctor’s and chemotherapy appointments. Kenneth and his sister both help their mother with some household chores. These responsibilities and worrying about his mother is a source of stress for Kenneth.

Alina sought couples therapy because she and Kenneth were arguing constantly lately, and they had almost come to physical blows. When couples present with marital problems, it is a good idea to include finances as part of the information gathering process for the genogram. It is important to get a detailed accounting of their expenses and income.

Alina and Kenneth have a monthly income of $2,135. The expenses they listed total $1,407, leaving them with $728 a month for groceries, clothing, health care, and all other expenses. Like many young couples, they cannot afford the life they are living and they are financing their daily expenses with credit cards. By listing their expenses clearly, Alina and Kenneth saw that their financial situation played a huge role in their marital problems. They were surprised to see that they were paying more for their cigarettes and lottery tickets than for their monthly rent!

The cultural expectations for Alina and Kenneth also played a role in their current stress. Kenneth thought that Alina spent too much time with her mother and that she did not need to spend all day working in the beauty parlor on Saturdays. He also felt burdened by his own responsibilities to his mother, but he felt that his mother needed him more because she has a life-threatening illness and the chemotherapy treatments leave her exhausted. Alina, because of her Latin family values, agreed that Kenneth needed to help his mother, and she was disappointed to hear him complain of feeling burdened when he helped his mother. She thought he was being coldhearted.

In the process of doing their genogram, Kenneth and Alina saw how they were both susceptible to substance abuse because of their family patterns of alcoholism and drug abuse. This caused them to reconsider the cigarettes, beer, and lottery tickets they were in the habit of buying. They agreed that they should change these habits because of their susceptibility, as well as to save money.

The process of gathering information for the genogram helped Alina and Kenneth to view their marital issues in the larger context of their socioeconomic class and culture of origin. This helped them to see their marital problems in a different light. They gained a richer appreciation for the financial and familial stress they were under, and they were able to be more forgiving of themselves and each other. Often, opening the dialogue for the contextual issues and family patterns will help couples to connect and form new bonds with each other.
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Questions for Clients about Money





What is your income?


What do you have saved for your retirement or other needs?


How much control do you have over the spending of your income?


What is your expected inheritance?


What is your indebtedness? How much do you owe on which credit cards at what percent interest?


What is your rent or mortgage per month?


Do you play the lottery? How much do you spend on this per month? Do you gamble in other ways? How much do you spend on this per month?


Whom do you now support? Whom do you expect you may ever need to give money or other support to? 








