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What is researc~ on successful families ?

Th~s is a body of research on fami1ies that are en~uring, cahesive,

affectiona~e, and mutually-appreciative, and in which family members communicate

with one another frequently and fruitf~liy . They are fam~lies that raise

children who go on ta form succesSful families themselves . 7hey are nat

necessarily families that are tro~ble-free . Sflme have experienced health

problems, financial di~ficulties, and other problems . But they are adaptable and

able to deal with crises ~n a canstructive manner .

The goal of research on these families is to discover the conditions and

behavior patterns that make for family succes5 .

Who is dainp research on successful families ?

The study of family strengths has been pursued by researchers from a

variety of disciplines, inciuding psychology~ psychiatry, sociology~ social work~

and marriage and fa~ily counseling . Many of the indivtduals invaived wor~ to

assist troubled ~amilies, as well as doing research on families ~~at function

well .

Thirteen of the leading researchers in this fieid came tog~ther recently

~o describe their wark in a two-day conf~rence in Washington . This document

provides a report on that conference . (Names and biographical sketches of

conferenee participants may be found at the er~d of the report . }

How is research on successful families different from other research on families?

A great deal af family research facuses on families that experience

problem5 1i[ce spouse abuse~ ado~escent pregnancy, divarce, alcohotism or drug

abu5e, we1#are dependency, and child maltreatment, Research on these family-

related prob1ems ~s essential if society is to develop better methods of dealing

with them . Studies of successful f ami~ies complement problem-focused researct~

by teaching us how negative behavior patterns may be prevented in the first place

or dealt with by famii7es themselves . Research an strang families can also teac~

us how -Families transmit positive values and encourage beneficial behavior

patterns ditce hard wark, ~r~rdertt risk-taking, responsib~e childbearing, and

community involvement . Just as good health at the individua1 level is mare than
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the absence of d isease, so healthy fam i ly funct i oning i s more than a lack of

obvious problems . A review of ~he successful famflYes research literature,

"Identify i ng Successful ~amil i es : An Overview of Constructs and Selected

Measures," was prepared prior to the conference and is available from the Office

for Sacial Serv i ces Poi i cy, Off i ce of the Ass i stant Secretary -Far Plann i ng and

Evalua ~tion, U .S . Department of Health and Human Services, or from Ch i ~d Trends,

Inc .

W6at are _ the policy imalica~ions af research on stronq famil~es ?

Society relies on families t4 perform a number af essential functions such

as prov iding for the economic needs of dep~ndents, rearing and nurturing the

next ger€eration~ and car~ng for the ~rail and disabled . When families break down

or malfunctian, everyone pays a price . Some of the cr i tical funct i ans of

famii~es may be taken over by public agenc i es ar private char T t i es tt~at canr~vt

carry aut the5e duties as efficiently as fam i ~y memhers could, or the needs of

fa€nily members may go unmet .

Prablem prevention . The prevent i on of problems within the family tends to

be less costly in every sense of the word than dealing with problems after they

have dev~loped . If the key attributes of successful families can be ident~ ~€ied,

and ways can be found ta develap the 5e characteristics among traubled families,

then the costs of ~~~lic health and welfare programs might ~ae reduced . A

stronger labar farce and fewer social problems m i ght also result .

Social indicators and policy appraisal . Knowing what mak~s families work

makes i t passible to develop a broader range of statistieai indicators of the

cond i tion of family life in the Un i ted States . Current statistics count the

number of families in the country and describe their composition but tell little

aba~t ~ow they are fu~ct~oning . We Reed ~nd~catars t~at gauge the quar~tity ar~~

qual i ty of communication between family me~bers, the depth of commitment to each

other, ~he frequency of shared activitie 5 , the satisfaction or dissatisf action

tha~. memb~rs feel abo~t how the fam~)y is aperating, the divis~on of ~abor w i thin

the fam i ly, and the extent of cooperation with respect to ends and means . Such

measures could be used in eva~uation studies that appraise the effects of

specif~c policies on the behavior and well-be i ng of affected grnups . Research

find~ngs on strong families may also give policymakers and citizens a~ette r
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basis for judging whether prapased policies will be he1pfu1 ar harmful to

fami~~es .

Public information and encouragement of private initiatives . Research on

success~ul families is reievant to government efforts to infor~ the pub]ic and

encourage individual actions and organizational policies that promote f amily

hea7th . So~e of the ti~~ings are clear]y applicab~e to specific areas of

i~div~dua1 choice and business policy~ whereas the practical implications of

ot~er findings wil] become clear~r as theory and empirical evidence are further

developed . Disseminatian of the findings may help families to id~ntify and

develop behaviars and interaction patterns that enhance family functioning and

~ay help foster a climate of puh~ic opinion that is more favorab~e to families .

What are the characteristics of stronq . healthv families ?

Based o~ variaus assumptions about what a strang family does, researchers

~ave develo~ed lists af structural and behavioral attri~utes that characterize

su~~essful famil~es, In spite of differences in disci~~ine and persp~ctiv~,

there seems to ~e a consensus about the basic dimensions of a strong, healthy

family . The following constructs, which ar~ often interrela~ed and complex, will

be identified, defined, and described briefly as they exis~ in strong~ healthy

families :

• communication

• encouragement of individuals

• expressing appreciation

• commitment to famil y

• religious/spir~tual arientatian

• social connectednes s

• abi1ity to adapt

• clear rale s

• time together

The presence af effective comnunication patterns ~s one of the most

frequently mentioned charac~eristics of strong families . Researchers

characterize the communication patterns of strong families as clear~ open, and

frequent . Family members tal~C ~a each oth~r often, and when ~hey do~ tf~ey ar e
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honest and open with each otfier (Stinnett and Defrain~ 19$5 ; Lewis, 1979 ;

Eps~ein, 1983 ; Olson, 1986) .

T he encoura~ement of i nd 3 vidual ~embers encompass~s a range of affective

d ~mensions re~ated to m~t~a] support~ recognit~onr and respect . Strong families

cultivate a sense of belonging to a family unit, but also nurture the development

of individ~al strengths and interests . Memhers enjay the family framework, which

prov~des struc~ure but daes not confine them .

Stinnett describes comnitment to the fam i ly as foliows : "Com~rit~ent goes

in two directions . Each family mer~be r is valued ; each is supported and

sustained . At the same time they are ct~mmitted to the far~ily as a unit . They

have a sense of bei n g a team; they have a family identity and unity . When

o~tsi~e pressures (work~ for examp]e) threaten to remove family from its top

priority, members of strong families take action and make sacrifices if necessary

to preserve ~amil~ wel]-being" (Sttnnett, prepared statement to the Select

Committee an Children, Youth, and Families, 198b, pg . 48) .

°~elivering a high ieve~ of positive reinforcement to family members~ day

in and day out~ doing things t~at are positive fram the other person's

perspective, just for their sake~ not mere~y as a strategy ~or 'buying ~heir

love,' etc ." is Schumm's (1985) description af appreciation as an important

character~s~ic of stror~g ~Famz ~~es . Related to tt~is, W . Robert Beavers and others

5tated that a sense af "delight" with the child is important to his or her

successful development . Similarly, O~son s~ammed up that it is important, when

studying a family~ to em phasize the delight, 17king, warmth, and humor that

family members share, which are all aspects of t~is cor~struct and which

distinguish some families from others .

A rel f qfous ar spirit~ai or i entatian is identified by r~any res~archers as

an impartant component of 5trong ~ami~ies . Tndeed, Beavers noted that all

stud3es have found sorr~e aspect of religiosity or s~iritua~7ty as a companent of

strong families . However, as described below, there is disagreement over which

aspects of religion are mos~ critica l tv family functioning .

A f amily's abilitv to adapt to stressful and potentially damaging events

as we11 as to predictab le iife cycle G~d11~@S~ has also been ider~tifiied as an

important characteristic of strong families . Beavers nated that s~rong familie s
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are those with an abil i ty to absorb 5 tress and cope . The more rig i d a family

system, the more d i sturbed, Olson equates adaptabil i ty with ~lexibil i ty~ which

he descr i bes as the capac i ~y af a family system to change the power s~ructure~

ro~es, aR~ rules with i n the family. Nealthy fami]ies c~ange ; unhealthy families

rema~n stuck . Researchers note that ab i lity to adapt is contfngent ~pon a number

of other characteristics comman to strong families such as effect i ve

communication, affective i nvolvement, external resources, etc . In addit i on, twa

of the other charact~ristics of strong families (social con~ectedness an~ ciear

definition of role5 ) are linked closely to this adaptability dimension .

Successful families are not isolated ; they are connected to the w i der

society . Qne effect of soc ial connectedness is the availability of external

resources, identified by researchers as important to effective coping by

fa~ilies . A fam i ~y's soeia~ connectedness can be meas~red i n terms of the

avai labi 1 ity of external resaurces in the form af friends, fami ly, and neighbors~

as well as participation in commun i ty organizations .

Many researchers identify clear ra~e definit~on as an important

charac~eristic of family functi~ning~ and as essential for a family's ability to

adapt ~to changing s i tc~ations . With a clear, yet flexible structure i n place,

family members are aware af their responsibilities i n and to the family .

Canseq~ently, ~n the face of cr~ses and prob~ems, members know their ro~es . The

nature o ~F th i s aspect of family functioning is described as follows : "[it]

focuses on whetf~er the family has established patterns af behavior for handling

a set of fam~ly fi~nct i ons . . . In add i tian, assessm~nt of the roles dimension

includes consideration ~f whether tasks are clearly and equ i tably ass i gned to

fiamtily members and whether tasks are carried out re 5por~sibly by fam~~y members"

(Epstein, et al, 1983} .

Successfiu~ fam i lies sper~d t~~ toqether, and the shared time is h i gh in

both qua1ity and quantity . Self-report instru~ents assess i ng family functioning

address this topic in terms of the number of activities dor~e as a fa~ily ar~d the

extent to which family members en joy spend i ng t ime together . For Example,

questions are asked abaut whether "fam i ly members l i ke to spend their free tim~

with each other" (O~son's FACES), and about "spending ti~ ►e together and daing
things with each other" ~Stinne~t and DeFra i n, Family Strengths Inventory) .

6



What m~~hvds are used to iden~9f~ strona families ?

Researchers have devised a number o~ methods to measure the character~stics

af family 1ife, and to identify the attributes of strong families . Methods

includ~ both self-report tnstru~nts~ such as questionnaires and check -~15 t5~ a~d

observational procedures in which rating scales are filled out by trained

observers w~o are present w~th the family ~n their household or a~aboratory~ or

who view and code from a video~ape made of the f amily interacting . Observ~d

activities include both structured tasks, such as discussing wha~ each member

would like to change about the family~ and everyday pursuits, such as family

meals . Assessme~ts ra~ge in scope from mea5ures of overall family functioning

to measures of the individua~ construc~s discu5sed above . In general! the family

strengths measures emplayed to date are rather global and do not provide

information on family behavior patterns . Far example, the observer may judge how

we~l family ~embers cammunicate without specifying what is entaiT~d in "good"

commu~ication .

What are some of the ma .ior substanti~e ~ssues surrounding the area of successful

fami3 i es research?

Amo~g the major 5ubstantive issues discussed at the canference were the

social and economic contexts in which ~ami~~es aperate, the implications of

changing roles and behavior pa~terns for our nations of fam~ly h~alth and

normality, the diversity of family life and whether current research findings are

appl~cable ~o minority and low-income families, the precise role that religion

and religiosity play in helping to make for strong fami3ies~ and whether t I115

research can inform the debate over "family policy . "

-- Does SUCC@55fu ~ families research pay enough attention to the social and

ec~nomi~ ~ontexts in which famil3es o~erate ?

Seueral canference participant~ felt that successful families research

needs to pay mare attent i on ~o the social and economic conditions in which

families operate. 7hey argued that an a~~reciation of the environmental cantext

was cr~t i cal to any appra i sal of family funct i oning . For example~ child

development expert Urie Bronfenbrenner noted that a7though ~the focus of research

an successful families is an family processes, there are certain conditions unde r
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which these processes can and cannot occur . Some of these conditians are not

w~olly in t~e power af the €ami)y to create or eliminate . The availability of

steady and adequately~paid employment is an example . While families can do

things that increase the chances of gain#ul ~mployment, tt~ere are ~arger ecanor~ic

forces at work shaping the job market . The effects of these externa~ condi~ians

must be considered when assessing family strengths .

Job demands and family funct9on~ing . Therapist ~roma Walsh also emphasized

that many f amily problems are contextual7y bound . For instance, in families that

are trying to raise young children while both parents have ful~~time jobs, the

lack of flexible and supportive wark env9ronments can create stresses and

challenges that interfere with harmonious family functioning . Dual careers may

also make it harder for family members to spend as much time together as the y

would like .

On the other hand, the work environment can be suppQrtive ofi f amil y

function i ng . Walter Schumm gave the exa~ple of a Major Ger~eral in the U .S . Army

who was the Commander of Fort Reilly . The Commander ~ade it a policy that every

Thursday a ~fternoon after 3 P .M . was a time for sold i ers ~o go home and spend t i me

with their ~amilies .

Stresses and cop~ng T'@5DU1"C@S . A number of participants painted out that

in their research tf~ey did try to measure the stresses that fami 1 ies experienced

and t~e resources available to them for coping with these problems . Res~archer

David Qlson asserted that any appraisal of family strengtF~S must incorporate an

indicator of the level of stress experienced by the f am~ly . Margaret Owen said

she found it worthwhile to measure both the "d~ily has51e5" and the "daily

uplifts" that parents experience . Lawrence Gary added that i~ was important to

include a measure af racial discr~mination when assessing the level of stres s

experienced by ~inority famili~s .

It was noted ~h~t social connectedne5s was one of the attribut~s that had

been repeatedly found to characterize successfui families, and that better-

connected families tended to have more resources available to them for coping

with crises, as well as with the prablems of daily living . Some families may

even develop special mechanisms for bringing resources ta bear on a problem . In

a study of stable, b1ac~C f amilies, Lawrence Gary found that many of thes e
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families had one member who acted as a"cultural broker ." The broker was a

family member who had the know-how and abil i ty ta deal with social agencies,

businesses, schools~ and other institutions with whic~ the family had to

interact . Although relatives, friends, and calleagues aften provide assistance

to families, espec i a~~y in times of crisis, Urie Bronfenbrenner observed that,

paradoxically, soc~al networks can sometimes be a source of stress ; they are not

always the social suppart ~hey appear tv be .

There was general agreement that future research on successful families

should devote more atte~tion to the ~nteraction between fami1y characteristics

and com~nun i ty cond i t i ons, inc1uding such factors as : employment and unemployment

patterns in the area ; job-related demands and benefits ; level and stability of

family inco~ne ; availability of quality ch~~d care and schooling ; crime and drug

problems ; and commun i ty supports and resources . There was also interest in

exploring ~he effects on fami 1 ies of broader social conditions, such as tF~e

intended and unintended impacts o# governmer~t policies and issue ~s of whether

med i a i nf~uences help or f~inder successful famiTy f~anctioning .

Def intitions of family health and normal i ty . Tn his comments on the

conference praceedings~ philosopher Robert Georg~ addressed the issue of whether

chang7ng pa~terns of far~ily living, employment, sexual bel~av~or, ch i ld carQ ~ and

d~v i s i on of labor by yender should cause us ta alter our definitions of what is

normal and heal~hy in families . George argued that it would be a mistake to do

so, He said that a thing is functioning we11 if it does what i t is supposed to

do . Thus, we should ask ourse~ves : What are fam i lies suppased to do? George

noted that there were value questians involved here that social science alone

could not resolve .

rt is not a neutrai, sc Tent i f ic ~os~t3on to say that ideals should shift

i n response to chang i ng real ities of social behavior . Non-shifting values per~nit

a cultural cr i tique of changing realities . To treat norms as shifting is to take

a controvers9al, relativist view . One can argue that the prevailing value

systems are carrupt or defective . But that wauld be moral argumentation, not

social science .

George noted that after seeking alterr~atives to the fami ly durir~g the 1960s

and 1970 5 , iiberal eiites have now endorsed the family as necessary for society .
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But they have a15o recognized signif~cant deviations from traditional norms as

acceptable behavinr pa~terns . H~ wondered whether this was not contradictory .

Are we "pushing the 1 imits" in trying to function as a society without ~ commonly

agreed upon 5et of values for families ?

-- Haw well do existing research f i ndings apply to rac i al a r~d ethn3c minorities

and to low - income fam i lies 7

A review of the successful fami~ies literature reveals that muct~ of th~

research has facused on white, middle-class, twa-parent families . Thus, there

are questions regarding the extent to which the findings may be generalized to

the populatian as a whoie, and especiaTiy to subgroups such as rac~ai and ethnic

minorities and low-~ncome families . 1"hose researchers w3~o have studied minori~y

families have provided some important in5ights~ and have raised issues and

constructs t~at are not a3ways identified by researchers studying white, middle-

class families . For example~ in st~dying strong black fami~~es, Lawrence Gary

found that a sense of racial pride or consc~ousness was a frequent characteristic

of these families . They fae€~sed on deve1oping strang positive fiee~ings toward

their her~tage~ as well as talking openly about racism and teaching their

children how to protect themselves against it . Of course~ this construct can be

extended to non-minority families as we11 . An understanding and appreciation of

family history and cultural heritage, and the transmissior~ of these traditions

to children are probably characteristic of strang families in all racial, ethnic,

and religious groups .

Gary alsa foun~ a secare economic base to be important for blacfc families~

involving incor~e that was not necessarily high but steady, and a strong wark

orientation . Family members showed a great deal of resaurcefulness~ often

possessing skt7~s arra taler~ts that co~ld help them to ~rod~ace or barter for

needed goods and services . Other characteristics that Gary identified in stable

black families were parallel ta thosQ recagnized in research on non-~ninority

fa ►~i 1 ies : a sertse of ~amily ~anity and co~esion ; frequent disp]ays of mutual

appreciation, love, and acceptance ; flexibility and adaptabiiity in carrying out

family roles ; a high degree of religious or spiritual orientation ; strong kinship

bon~s ; ar~d cor~munity involver~nt and concern about the c~~mate of t~e

neighborhaod .
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Research by sociologist Wi7liam Vega has pointed to the unique experiences

and needs of immigrant families, particularly in terms of adaptation~ as well as

the importance of assessing family strengths ~n iight of a family's level of

acculturation . In terms of ineasuremen~ issues, Harr~ette McAdoo pointed tn the

overall need to develop scales and measures relevant to racial and ethnic

mi~ority populations, which wauld presumably include measures of the above

con5tructs . Indeed, most of the instruments ~sed to measure family s~rengths

have been develape~ based on white, middle-class families .

Whiie existing research suggests that many of the basic constructs are

applicable across different rac~ai/ethnic m~narity groups and inco~e levels, the

ex~ent to which measurem~nt instruments and cross-cultural results are valid far

these po~u~at3ans is unclear . Further wark must be done to address these

eoncerns, as well as to identify additional constructs which may be unique ta

minority and low-income families .

-- What is the role that religian plays in hel~ing ta make for strong fam~lies ?

There was extended discussion at t~e canference about the defi~ition of

religiosity or spirituality~ and the precise rale that this a~tribute plays in

making far strong families . It was generally agreed t~at a religious or

spiritual orientation as it man~fests itself in strong familSes is no~

necessarily syno~ymaus with frequency of church attendance . Spiri~uality can

consist of a variety of things~ such as : membership in an organized re1igious

body~ joint participation in worship or charitable activities, a shared sense of

a greater purpose in lite~ and adherence to an explicit va~ues system or mora~

code . Furt~er research is needed on how these aspects of religion interrelate

and which are most critical to successful family functioning .

Lessons from the Jewish American experience . As part flf a presentation an

the role of family in American Jewish culture~ historian Steven Bayme noted tha~

~he divorce rate for Jewish couples is lower than tha~ for t~e ~ .S . population

at large . Among those who are affiliated with a synagogue, one-in-eight

marriages end in divorce . For those not aff~liated~ the divorce rate is one-in-

three . Mare orthodox congregatio~s have lower divorce rates t~an less orthodax

ones . Howeverf according to Bayme, the synagogues that do best at supporting

families are those that are more than just houses of worship . The successfu l
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synagogues are total comm~nities that provide an array of services, ae~ivities,

and peer-group supports to member families . "Strong cammunities build strong

families~" said Bayme .

Baym~ attributed the strengt~ of Jewish families to the central role that

the fami1y occupies in Jewish i i #e . Tt~e family and the community are seen as

clos~~y intertwined . Marital success is important tv tf~e self-esteem of Jewish

adults . Marriage provides compan i onship and fosters one's develop€nent as an

adult . But a strong fa~ily also allows ane ta transcend the self ar~d forge links

with the larger Jewish culture and heritage . 3'he family is, of course, a

~nechan~sm for reproduction and procreation . It is a~so the primary vehicle for

the transm~ttal of values and the sense of Jewish identity . Juda i sm has a number

of fam i ly-centered rituals and ex~lic i tiy calls for family memb~rs to spend

"qual~ty t~me" together on a regular ~as i s .

Wh ile ack nowledging that the Jewish -American communi~y has an over-

r~presentation of upper mi ddle-class families, Bayme felt ~hat their strength

derived more from non-economic as~ects o~€ Jewish religian artd c~a~t~re . He f~1t

that all groups could benefit by placing mare emphasis on con~nunication hetween

parent and ch i ld , indiv~dual sacrif ice for the sake of the family u ni t , a sen s e

of famil y that come s from the " bQttom up", rather ~than being preached from the

"top down", and the regular setting asi de of time far shared observan c e of

religious and cultural rituals .

-- Can successful fam 9 l i es research inform the debate over " fami ~y policy" ?

Patrick Fagan observed that ~he fi~ld of successful families research had

to be developed f~rther before i t cou 1 d be used as a bas i s f or government po 1 i cy .

NQnethelsss, there was discussion at the conference about possible policy

implications of current firsdings . Steven Bayme noted that much of the conflict

aver °family palicy" consisted of debate between those who advacated gavernment

policies that would provide resources and services to fam~lies in need, and those

who saw the government's role as primarily one of "cultural education ." Bayme

felt ~~at both graups could learn from one another .

Bayme suggested ~hat there was a need to pay attention to the "cultural

climate", and whether ~t was supportive of positive family functianing . It was
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aTso desirable, he felt, to s~reng~hen communities ~n which families f3ouri5h~

and to strive far well-integrated socia] policies . He def~ned ~hese as ones

which sought to provide assistance to dysfunctional families, but a1so considered

t~e possible ef#ects of the assistance on families that are functioning weil .

Nick Stinnett presented a view of current social conditions and trends that

captured th~ concerns af many conference participants . He asserted that current

societal values emphasize the importance of work and career and de-emphasize the

importance of family . There has been a loss of primary relation5hips and a~

increase in secondary relationships . More people l~ad hectic lives with

chronically high levels of stress . In addition, there are generally no clear

avenues for the transmission of values to young people, such as those which exist

within the Jewish culture .

All of this leads, according to Stinnett, to families that are often too

busy and fragmented to provide the warm, repetitive interaction5, the irrational

commitment of parent to child, and the mutual delight in one another that all

humans m~st have . The lack of these developmerttal s~pparts can ~ea~, in turn,

to social proble~s such as drug abuse, violence, domestic abuse, teen s~icide,

an~ r~naways . The challenge for successfu1 families researcY~, noted Patrick

Fagan~ is to provide informafiion tha~ can help develop programs and policie5 that

might reverse the negative trends described by Stinnett and he~p to strengthen

families that are ~ow in jeopardy .

What are sorne of th~ import~nt methodo7oqic ,al concerns ?

Many issues related to measurement technique were ra i sed during the

cor~ference . Among these were the advantages and disadvantages assac i ated with

self-report and observational techniques . The lower financial and time

investment for self-report meas~res i s a major advantage for ~th~s technique .

There was consensus among the researchers that if ob 5ervation techniques were

impassible for reasons of time and/or cost, self-report measures were preferable

to dropp i ng a given construct . Owen identified conflict, adaptability, cohesion,

and communication as constructs best measured through observation . John DeFrain

not~d ~hat time together, community invo~vement, and values/rel i gior~ are best

assessed with quest i onnaires .
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Severa] participants noted the importance af ineasurfng family

characteristics and processes using information from mare than one family member .

Daing so, hawever~ creates a variety of analysis problems . For example, muit~pl~

perspectives from several member5 of the same f amily are rarely highly

carrelated . Schumm ~oted tha~ he ~a5 developed some statistical techniques for

handling problems caused by score discrepancy among family members . Also, Olson

cautioned that researchers cannot assume tha~ results obtained using self-repart

mea5ures will correlate with results based on observat~on techniques . Indeed~

in some a~ her research, Owen faund that the predictive power of interaction

observations could be reduced by ~he inclusion of self-repart data into the

analysis .

One of the most salient methado~ogica] issues to s~rf ace during the

conference was the prob~em of sma11 and unrepresentative samples that

characterizes much of the existing research on successful families . The review

of the literature prepared prior to the conference reveals that much of the work

in this field has foc~se~ on white and/or middle class families . Often, the

samples used are self-selected . This has obvious implica~ians for the ability

to generalize the findings ta the population as a whole, as welT as to subgraups

such as minarities and low-income families . An informa~ survey of conference

participants identified the following populations as research priorities : black

families, dual-worker families, and single parent fami~~es . Applying family

strengths measures to a national probability sample of families ~s critical at

this stage of successful families research in or~er ta ~es~ the generaii~y of the

findings obtained to date .

What are the next steps ~cr suc C essful families , research?

Throughout the course of the two-day conferenc~, numerous sugges~~ons for

future res~arch were proposed w~ich would mave the field of successful fami1y

re5earch forward, as well as provide u5eful information to palicymakers,

practitioners, and individuals interested in helping fami3ies . The following

suggestions were affered :

1) Research on more var~ed populations . In addition to assessing family

strengths in a national probability sample of families~ there is a need ta

conduct stud~es about ather populations such as racial/ethnic minorities, dual-
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worker families, rural ~am~lies, farnil i es with a member who has a chronic

disease, s i ngle-parent families, blended famil i es, and families w i th low or no

religious i nvalvemen~ .

2) A need to conduct longitudinal studies acrass the life cycle af the

fa~ily, with particuiar attention to families w i th aging parents .

3) T~e development of a survey ~odule camprised of ineasures derived from

the sUCCessful families literature that could be used in other surveys . This

woul~ allow incorporation af items ta assess family strengths i n large sample

s~rveys t~at can address questions such as the number af strong fam i l i es in the

total society and their demograph i c and eco~omic characteristics .

4) The study of successful fami 1 ies from a process perspective . Canference

partic i pa ►~ts ident i fied the fallowing processes as research priorities : ro~e of

the father in the process ; process of racial, cuitural, a~d/or fami~y of origin

ident ification ; the process by wl~ich fam i ly strengths are deve1oped ; and

identifying the community character i stics which help nurture fami1y strengths .

5} The development of ineasures to assess the effect ❑f the fami1y on the

development, functioning, and well-~eing af its adult members .

6} The integration af the findings of successful families research into

ir~terventi ~on and preve~tion strategies~ as w~ll as public policy . This could be

fac i litated by the creation of a clearingha~se af studies on family strengths,

mak i ng the findings more readily available to counselors, teachers~ and

policymakers as well as other researc~ers .

7) The integration artd comparis4rt of the family strer~gths literature with

other sociological and psychological theor i es of the fam i ly~ such as social

capital theory, and with theories of deviance and delinquency that focus on

negative behav i ors, suc~ as drug use .

8) The develapment o ~F prevent ion and intervention programs based on the

f i ndings of successful fam i ~ i es research, and rigorvus evaluat i ons of t~iese

pr~grams . Tn order to develop such ~rograms~ the fam i ly strengtl~s cor~structs~

which are now stated in rather ge~eral terms, need to be developed more ~ully .

This will make it possible to ident ify specific skills that car~ be transmitted

to families who are exper i encing prob1ems .
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9) The study of the relationship between individua~ strengths and family

strengths .

10) The st~dy of the re~ative importance of different family strengths and

the interrelationships among t~em .

11) The incorporation of ineasures of family stress levels into studies of

successful families, with attention to racia~ discri~ination as a stressor for

minor~ty families .

Conclusion

The con#erence and literature review made it clear that a substant~a1 body

ot theory and research exists on the topic of SUCC@55~U~ families . With

encouragement to f~rther deve]op the methods and constructs employsd t~ study

successful families, a mature literature could be developed . This would be of

great use in understa~ding what mak~s families work wel~ and how to help mare

families become strang .
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Researchers Attending the Successful Families Conferenc e

Steven Bayme~ PhD~ directs the Jewish Cvmmunal Affairs Department at the

American Jewish Committee . He is an histarian who has done research o n

the Jewish family in American society .

W . Robert Beavers, MD~ is a psychiatrist and t~~ founder and research director

of the Southwest Family Institute . He approaches the study of fam~lies

from a sy5tems perspective and ~as deve]oped a number of €amily assessment

tools, including the 8eavers-Timberlawn family ~valuation Scale, an

observatianal rating technique .

~rie Bronfenbrenner, PhD, is an emeritus profess~r in the D~partment of Human

Deveiopment and Fami1y Studies at Cornell ~niversity . He is a

psychologist who approaches th~ study of human development from an

ecological perspective .

John DeFrain, PhD, is a researcher, teacher~ and marriage and family counselor

at the University of Nebraska-Lincoln Department of Human Qevelopment and

the Family . ~e has published a number of articles in the field af family

strengths, and co-authored the book $ecrets of Strana ~amilies .

Lawrence Gary, PhD~ is a researcher in the Mental Health Research and

Develapment Ce~ter at tha InStit~te far Ur~an Affairs and Research at

Howard ~niversity . Ne was principal investigator for a study of the

characteristics of stable black families .

~obert George, PhD, is a United States Supreme Court F~llaw on leave from the

~epartme~t of Philosophy at Princeton University .

Harriette Pipes McAdoo, PhD, Dean of the School a# Social Work at Howard

University~ has researched and written extensively an b~ack families . Her

current research ~acuses on the inter-generational transmission of values .
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David alson~ PhD, Professor af Family Social Sc~ence at the University of

Minnesota, has designed a nu~ber of self-report inventories to assess

fam~iy characteristics, includi~g the widely used Family Adaptability and

Cohesion Evaluation Scales (FACES) . His book, Families : What Makes 7hem

work, autlines the Circumplex Model, and the findings of a crass-sectional

study af intact families .

Margaret dwen, PhD~ a member of the Research Staf~ at the Timberlawn Psychiatric

Research Foundation, is involved with their Young Fam3~y Project . This

longitudi~al study of psychological health and family. well-heing has bee~

following families from before the birth af their first child using a

variety of psychological assessments~ quest~onnaires~ and videotaped

S2SS10~5 .

Walter Schumm, PhD, an Associate Professor in the Department of Huma n

Development and Family Studies at Kansas State University, does researc h

on the interrelation of family strengths, and has deveioped short se~f -

report m~asures of fami~y and marital satisfaction .

Nick Stinnett, PhD, a professor of Human Development at the Un~versity a~

Alabama, has authored and co-authored a numb~r of boaks and professional

article5 an family re1ationships, includi~g The Secrets of Stron~

Families . He has also co-edited a number af books based an a series Q~

cflnferences on family strengths held at t~e Un~versity of Nebraska,

Lincoln .

William Vega, PhD, is a sociolagist at the University vf Miami . His research

interests include Mexican American families, with a particular facus an

social networks, cohesion~ adaptability~ and depression factors~

especially among recent immigrant f amilies .

Froma walsh~ °PhD, is a cl i n~cal psy~holog i st, and an associate professor at the

School of Social Service Administration and the Departme~t of Psyc~iatry

at t~~ Univers~ty of Chicago . Recent research and publications have

addressed normal family processes, healthy fu~ctioning in divorced and

remarried families, and the role of women in fam i lies, particularly as ~t

relates to models of #amily therapy .
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Invited Researchers Who Were Unable to Attend
the Suecessful Families Conferenc e

Carolyn Pape Cawan~ PhD~ i s a cl i nical psychologist i n the Department af

Psychology at the University of California~ Berkeley~ where she ca-directs

the "Becoming a Family Project ." This is a longitudi~al study af cauples'

tra~sitio~ to parenthood .

Jerry M . Lewis, MD, is a senior research psychiatrist at the Timb~rlawn

PSychiatric Hospita1 and t~e Timberlawn Psychiatric Researc~ Foundation,

a~d has been invo1ved with research on healthy families, includ i ng one

study focusing on well-functioning working class black families . He

recently published The Birth of a Familv, based on find~ngs from the Young

Family Pro ject~ a longitudinal study of families .

Hami1ton McCubbin, PhD, Dean and Professor at the School of Fam i ~y Resources and

Cansumer Scie~ces at the University of Wisconsin, Madison, is co-author of

the baok Familv Types and StrenQths : A Life Cvcle and Ecoloaica~

Pers~ect~ve, based on results from a large survey af f amilies across the

l i fe cyele . He d~veloped a~umber of the selfi-report inventories ~sed t o

assess family dimensions for this study . - -- ---

Rudolf Maas, PhD, holds appoin ~tments at the Social Ecology Lab at Stanford

University and the Veteran's Adm i n i strat i on Medieal Centers in Palo Al~o .

He is a cl i nical psycholog i st whose research focus~s on the family

enviranmen~ and factors relat i ng to stress . F!e deve~oped a w i dely used

self-report instrument which assess~s a number of dimensions of ~~e fami1y

envira~nment (the Family Enuironment 5cale} .
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Agency & Organization Representatives
Attending t~e Successful Families Conferenc e

Nabers Cabaniss
Office of Population
Depart~ent of Health

Linda ~ischeid
Office of Human Dev .
Department of Health

Office of the Assistant Secretary
for Planning and Evaluation

U .S . Deaartment of Health & Human Service s

Patrick Fagan, PhD, Deputy Assistant Secretary
for Social Services Polic y

~i2liam Prosser
Ann Segal
Gerald Si1verma n

Ch i ld Trends~ , Inc .

Maria Krysa n
Krist~n A . Moore, PhD
Nieholas Zill, PhD

Theadora Ooms
A~fa~rs American Association fo r
& Human Svcs . Marriage & Family Therap y

Courtney Pastorfiel d
Services Subcommittee on ChildreR, Family ,
& Fluman Svcs . Drugs and Alcahol~sm

U .S . Sena~e
Jeff Evans~ PhD~ Jp
Demog . & Beh . Sci . Branch
National Institute of Chil d

Health & Human Developmen t

Harold Himmelfarb
Office of Research
Department of Educatio n

Larry Guerrero
Div . of Program Analy . & Eval .
Departroent of Health & Human Svcs .

Wade Horn, Ph D
Admin . for Chi1dren, Yauth, and Family
Department of Heath & Human Svcs .

Patricia Langley
Family Service Americ a

Kate d'Beirne, ,]D
Weritage Foundation

Jerry Regier
Department of Justic e

Mike Schwart z
Free Congress Research &

Education Foundatio n

~atherine Deed s
Select Committee on Ch~ldren

Youth, and Families
U .S . House of Representative s

Mark Souder
Hon . Dan Coats' pffice
U .S . Senate

Beau Weston, P~ D
Office of Education Research

Improvement
Depart~ent of Education
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