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Nearly twenty years ago Bateson and his colleagues

described the manifestation of psychiatric symptoms as a

' -

family adaptation process and urged psychiatric researchers
to study family members interacting with one another -~
(Bateson,. Jackson, Haley and Weakland, 1956) . The height-
ened lnterest in-“the study‘bf famlly communication can be
direcctly traced to the pioneering eﬁforts of the Bateson
group and the Mental Héélth Research Institute in Palo Alto.
At present, the intgraction—oriented approach dominates&"“
research and clinical prcatice in qonjoint family’thezapy
and permeates much of the work in family and gréﬁp sociol- .
ogy as well.

. In the most typically applied Fesearch paradigm ‘in
this area, families (usually both parents and one or two
children) are brought together to discuss a préblem or task
which allows them to interact freely with one another in a
manner similar to the way they usually interact. The intra-
family communication is recorded, transcribed and coded
according to some content or proceés analytical system such

/ -

as who spéaks after whom, who interrupts or intrudes upon
whom, ho; much silence occurs, or how long it tckes the

fhmily to solve the problem. Frequently, the basic objec-
tive is to see which measures are sensitive to differecnces

between "normal” and "abnormal" families (Winter and

Ferreira, 1970) or "satisfied" and "dissatisfied" marital

(-
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partners (Kahn, 1974). One difficulty shared by all inves-
tigators of family communication is the probiem qf construct-
ing meaningful ways to systematically observe and measure

the family interaction. The ?roblems of .what should be
measured and how it (or they) shouid be measured will pro-
vide the major focal points of the present paper.

This paper has two principal objectives: (1) to de-
sczribe the communication v&riables which ha&e been measured
and the ways in which family interaction investigators have
measured them, and (2) to discuss some significant weakness
es, both conceptual and methodological, in existing family
communication research. I will use Runkle and McGragh's
facet approach (1972) to show the relative imbalance of

»attention given to the various facets of research in this
area and then address four related qyestions: (1) What
theories é;ist?, (2) what variables should be measured?,

‘(35 What'variables can be measured?, (4) What are the most

promising strategies for future research?

\ . FACETS, VIEWPOINTS, AND ASSUMPTIONS

Runkle and McGrath (1972) point out that three facets
of research are applicable to all empirical investigations
in the social and behavioral sciences. These facets are
actors, behaviors, and contexts. Family members almost
always constitute the actors of inferest in family communi-
cation research. Usually, the central focus is on the

family member who has been given a particular psychiatric

diagnosis and the research question concerns how this
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individual relates to other family members. The behaviors

of interest are cogmunication behaviors cr interaction pat-
terngs. Most of the time no distinction is made between
communication and interaction (Watzlawick, Beavin, and
Jackson, 1967). The research context includes both the
environmental setting and the situational constraints im-
posed on the actors. Family interaction research usually
takes place in a research laboratory er clinic. Studies
taking place in a natural setting are the excepti rather
éhan the rule. One of the important situatioﬂﬁirzi;straintﬁ’
is the family task assigned to the actors. There ic no

prototypical task in family interaction research. Instead,

.

such diverse procpdhres as Watzlawick's Struct&red Family
Interview (1964), Haley's Coalition paradigm (1962), Strod-
beck's Revealed Differences Technique/]i951) and the more
tnstructured *discuss something together" problems, have
all been used.

The majority of reseérch in this area has been designed
ana conducted by persons primarily interested in helping
those who want or need help, i;e. b§ clinically oriented
psychnlogists or psychiatrists. Thus, it is not surprising
to find a disproportionately large amount. of attention
given to actors and relatively litlletemphasis placed on
p:haviors and contexts. Most of this research is decigned
o0 make explorations and generalizations about family mem-
bers rather than about communicatigg or iéﬁsrpefsonal coﬁ- .

-

texts per se. Nevertheless, all of this research involves




family members, communication behaviors, and interpersonal
contexts, so it is reasonable to ask(eg.least two ‘broad
questions about all of it: (1) What does the research tell

; = e
us apoui,family systems or members, and (2) What does the . ‘
research tell us about communication behaviorg or interper-
sonal contexts? Unfortunately, the latter question has
seldom been asked. Instead, researcﬁers have concentrated
almost solely on exploring and generalizihg about family
members . Obviously, this interest has influenced their
choice of reséarch designs. Investigators usually place
priority ¢ one or the other question, since the assumptions
and objec 2s of the two are quite d}fferent. This, in

) ~ itself, is of little importance. It becomes important when

we realize that all researchers in this area, regardless of

and measure communication.

-

/ their purposes, must find ways to systematically observe
\

— To illustrate the distinctive differenceé between an
actor and a behavior orientation, some of the assumptions
and questions of interest involved in each will be briefly

£

cxamined.

The actor approach involves studying communication in
the family in order to learn about the qualities and char-
acteristics of family members, such as how individual

'"deviance" is shaped or how well we can classify families
Aon the basis of their interaction patterns. There are some

serious diffjefities involved with designing research to

Jdeal with either of these problems.

N}
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The shapingﬂbf psychiatric disturbances has been- the
chief concern of such researchers as Jackson, Haley, Bateson,
.and Lidz. These writers contend that the mode of family
communication is one of the (if not the major) significant
factors ieading to schizophrenic behavioral processes. As
yet, however, none of these researchers have been able to
observe family commqy(catlons prior to the onset of pSYChl-
atric symptoms in the family. Instead, they have implicitly
assumed’that interaction patterns observed after the diag-
nosis of 3 family disturbance are in no significant way dif-
ferent from those patterns which preceded it (Lennard,
Beaulieu, Embrey, 1965) . Needless to say. such an assump-
tion is not axiomatic and needs-to be verified. |
The hypothesis that different Exggg_of families commun-
jcate differently, but similar types of families communicate
similarly has stlmulated considerable research (Ferreira,
Winter, and Poindexter, 1966). The objective of this re=_ .
search is to create an empirically derived typology of
families, a typology based on similarities and differences
in faﬁily interaction patterns. In a sense, this research
sceks to validate diagnostic categories by denonstratlng
how well these categories predict differences in communica-
tion patterns. Using the predictive validity model, it is
rcasoned tha:Jsuch family categories as vgchizophrenic,”

"normal” and "delinquent” are ugseful (or valid) to the ex-

tent that they predict actual differences in communication

patterns. Thus, wgchizophrenic" families should communicate




6 - }‘ G\a

like other "schizophrenic" families, but unlike "delinquent”
or "normal"Afamilies.

Haley (1972) has shown that thenempirical verification
of this hypothesis requires research designs in which fami-
lies are classified by "blind“ raters who liste; to tape
recordings of the verbal communication of different types
of families.. To date, only one investigator (Haley, in
press) has attempted to do this and his raters were un;ble
to successfully distingﬁish between even such gross gate-
gories as "normal” and "abnormal."

Emphasizing a behavior approach to famiiy interaction
research involves studying communication in families in
order to learn about communication per sé, while the con-
textual approach concentrates on the ways in which family

contexts relate to other interaétional contexts such as ad

hoc groups. At a recent symposium on Family Interaction Re-

search Watzlawick advocated the behavior and contextual
approaches,gurging researchs to devote more energy to the /
study of coﬁmunication as a stocastic process (Watzlawick,
1972). Hawes (1973) and Smith (1972) have made similar ( \
proposals. l'i‘he behavioral a;d contextual approaches assume
that there ?re certain structural rules which govern human
communica;i&?iboth within and between different contexts.
The purgose of context-oriented research isxto discover
the ways in which famil; systemg‘differ from other inter-
actional systems, as well as how they are similar, while

behavior-orimnted research addresses such questions as:

G

—
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How is family communication different from any other commu-

e,

~

nication? or How does a given communicagive act influence
subsequent acts in a family interchange and on what is this
sociél influence pattern dependent (see e.g. Rausch, 1965) .
On the basis of this brief descriétion, it can be con-
‘cluded that the actor approach is quite distinct from the
behavior and contekt approaches in family interaction re-
search. The differences are substantive ones involving such
important parameters as assumptions, questions, and hypotheses.
Apparently, tbese.differences also have a substantial impact
on research design. Nonetheless, the three approaches are
united by a convergence on the same methodological problem:

how to observe and measure family interaction.

Theory in Family Interaction Research

The comprehensiveness of a theory is usually evaluated
by such criteria as logical consistency, teétability, ele-
gance, clarity, and the ébility to make unambiguous predic-
tiong and to gemwerate research. Judged by these standards,
one would have to corclude that no comprehensive“theory of.
farily behavior exists. Indeed, oné carly reviewer of
family interaction studies noted that "when actual experi-
ments were attempted on families . . . there was little
theory available to isolate the important variables to be
measured" (Haley, 1962, p.‘267). More recently, Waxler and
Mishler ccncluded'a thorough review of family experiments
with the admbﬂition that "the theorectical model of the fam-

LS
ily must be stated in a much more complex form than most

&
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family investigators originally state it." (1971, p. 263.)
™ As mentioned earlier, family intefaction resecarchers
) ! ‘
arc united, for the most part, in their committment to de-
velop a classification system based on family interaction

!

patterns. Thus, the unifying theme of. this research is a

dedication to classification. Unlike most research in the
behavioral sciencés, which is usually guided by theory, the

Jyampetus for family interaction rcsearch has emanated from
the search for an interaction-based tygplogy of families.
Deépite this unity of purpose, two distinct research ap-
proaches can be jdentificd. 1 have labeled these approaches
the explicative/theoretical and the a-theoretical.

Explicative/theoretical. his set of propositions

about families has been labeled explicative/theoretical be-
cause it is primarily explanatory. Explicative propositions°
Are useful because they help unfol% the meaning of fa.;rtily
communicationé. Such propositions, however, do’ not produce
unambiguous predictions. It is difficult to derive indica-
tive hypotheses from explicative/theoretical propositiops,
¢+ i.e., hypothcses that tell us what specific variables to

look at and what to do to test the theory (Runkle and
McGrath, 1973).

Systems thedry is the most widely applied explicative/
theoretical model of fgmily behavior. The major assertion
of family systems theory is that the family acts as a rule-

governed system: family members interact with each other in

an organized, rcdundant manner and these redundént patterns
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govern family life (Jackson, 1965) . ﬂike other homeost;jlc
systems, it is aésumed that families are stable (Jackson,
1957; Haley, 1962). Thus, family interactions should fall
into patterns and these patterns should be consistently ob-
served cver time. - |

Oone of the advantages of systems theory, from a commun-

icational point of view, is its focus on transactions between

jndividuals as the primary source of data. Relationships are

given precedence over individuals. As a result, the objec-
tive of systcms-oriented research on families is to find the
self-governing patterns of behavior, what Jackson calls

famiix,rules (1965) and Waxler and Mishler refer to as family

norms (1971).

According to Jackson, one finds a given family's opera-
ting rules by observing their repetitious sequences of inter-
action. Jackson also believes that a- few basic rulecs govern
a great deal of behavior. Apparently, the goal of family
research is to ?iSCOVer the operant rules. Unfortunately,
no a priori or empirical taxonamy of rules now exists, and,
in itself, the notion of rules does not produce many testa-
ble hypotheses, oOr provide a method for observing rules.
Instead, systems-oriented researchers develop their hypoth-
eses from related concepts of communication theory. It is "~
assumed that different patterns of organization rcsult from |
different kinds of interpersonal relationships and that

these relationships can be inferred from the communicaticns

in the family. Thus, it becomes important to emphasize such
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concepts as the report and command functions of individual

-

messages (Bateson, 1951) and the struggle for control in
relationships vis a vis Watzlawick, Be;vin, and Jackson's
notion of symmetry, coﬁblimentarity, and pu;ctuation (1967) .
From a rescarcher's standpoint, two disadvantages of
systems theory stand out. First, it is not gt‘hll clear
what specific intaréctional variables should be observed.
As Alexander (1973) points out, this may be due.to the dearth
of relationship terms that now exist. Nevertheless, the con-
sequence has been that investigators either chOOSe?ﬁaFiables

\

casy- to measure, such as who speaks after whom, or focus on '

significant variables in related ficlds such as reéearch on
ad hoc small 'groups (Tur}, 1973; Alexander, 1973).. Of what
advéntage is it to know that family structure deviates from
randomness, if we don't know what qualities or aspects of
structure are most important? It is after all, difficult to
defend a communication reseafch paradigm that ignores the
meaning of symbolic acts.

Sécondly, this approach is not well suited to the aims
of building a clinical classification system. As a result,
prcdictioA; aLout system properties such as structure and
organization, are frequently reduced to clinical hunches.
Tor example, Haley (1965) reasons that normal families should
bo less predictable (and therefore more random) in their
interaction patterns than abnormal families, while Waxler

and Mishler reach just the oppostte conclusion (1970). 1In

this case, systems theory is of little help in predicting

«

/ . —_—
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the conditions under.which deviations from randomness can I

expected or how great these deviations should be.

A-theoretical. The a-theoretical approach is best ex-

cmplified by the®work of Ferreira and Winter (Ferreira and
winter, 1965; Ferreira, Winter and Poindexter, 1966; Winter
and Ferreira, 1967; 1970; 1971). Apparently, these research-
ers assume it is too carly in the course of family research
to be proposing models or theories of ty sehavior. . As
ciinicians, their ch;ef éim is to empirically validaéé the
distinctions beg;een}?normal" and "abnormal"” families by
demonstrating that these distincgions aré.reflected in vari-
ables which are measurable in the family's interaction pro-
cess. Thus, their task is to obtain a data base. Their
concern for data is shown in their Family Interaction book

A}

where they include sections on "methods"- and "problems," but

no section on theory. They also show less concern fgr the
cxten* to which families have consistently patterned be-
< havior than with the specific behaviors which discriminate

beiween family types. In this scnse, Ferreira and‘winter's
research is highly explorative and many of their findings,
such as the greater amount of silence in abnormal than nor-

f mal families, are serendipitous or unexpected (Ferreira,
winter and Poindexter, 1966).

Actu3lly, most family interaction research has been

generated/by the g-theoretical model. Given the paucity of

theory, it is also likely that this approach will continue

to dominate. Yet, it suffers from the same difficulties
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as other unsystematic approaches. The number of potential

variables is votumipous and the relationships between vari-

ables remain unknown Or are obscured by the continual influx

In the family field it is

“

of new variables being studied.

ularly bothersome because data are often reduced to

individual behavior frequencles or profxles, Whlle transac-

& L

ationships, and processes get overlooked. X /
¢

-
7

’ ) " tions, rel

» . ¥
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variables Mecasured in Family Communication Research
”

All planned research is presumably preceded by the

question: What var1ab1es should be measured? one first
' '

) decides upon the significant parameters, then chooses a way

to operationalize and’ﬂeasure them. ‘Unfortunately, signifi-

cant variables are not always amenable to measurement. As

are often faced w1th the dllemma of

a result, investigators,
]
- whether to abandOn significant var

iables and focus on mea-

surable ones of lesser lmportance or to invest energy in

creating new ways to make the significant but previously

unmeasurable ones, accessible to systematic observation. No

matter which choice is made, the,firsc step is to find the

°1gn1f1cant parameters. This decision is usually reached

in one of two ways. Some researchers work inductively,

allowing theory to dictate the choice of observables; others

work xnductlvle’(uslng the eVldence of accummulated re-

sear: n, the so- caﬂLcd facts in the field, to disclose:the

Translated lnto the terms of family communica-

"

observablcs.

tion research, this means that we can utilize the outcomes

of research generated by the a-theoretical model or we can

-
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let systems theory 'delineate the significant parameters. 4
: s ' * Coo LY .
. After twenty years of rxesearch, it certainly seems jus~

E2Y

tifiable to ask: What are the signifié‘nt parameters of -
family ;nteraction? What variables shod&d be measured° In
this section I shall sug;est some preliminary answers to .. |, ia
these questions. This shall be accomplished by: (1) iden-
‘tifying the paraneters of imosrtance suggested by systems
theory; (2) evaluating how well these variables cen, at pres-
ent, be measnred; (3) describing the-interactional variaZies ‘
which have successfully discriminated between normal and ab-
normal families; anp (4) describing how these variables have
bcen measured. ' P

* As mentioned ebove,’it has been difficult to translate
tne principies o{ systems theoiy into concepts~and directly
testablerhybothesesuabout interpersonal behavior. Though
Specifiﬁ variables are not _easily specified, systems theory

‘ v
does enumerate thb Significant parameters of ongoing inter-

= LY
personal systems. Systoms theory focuses{?n the problems
crcated by differing intcractional ccntext; it places pri-
mary *tmphasis on the cparacteristic properties of all living

A ]
systems such as homeostatic functions and system maintcnance,

the flow of information and mcanings between individuals ¢
. {e.g. relational transactions), intéractionél oonstraints,
and systems integration and disintegration. Theoretieelly,
these paramcters should not only be applicable to one/system,

such as the family, but to a wide range of ongoing, diffuse

Yhteractional systems (Lenna;d, 1971).

Y e)
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y rescarch produced by the systems

Most of the earl

model was concerned with the structural properties of family

/ .
systems. In one of the first Structural studies Haley (1964)

argued }hat families are organized systems and, since organ-

1zat10n'sets 11m1ts, 1ntefﬁct10n between family members. y,

.,‘ ”

should not be "random.
h o
the 1nferences 1nvolved in content -analy

Actlng on his expressed dlsllke for

tic, coding systems,
Haley developed a “perfectly reliable” technlque for measu‘

ing "who speaks after whom.” Haley's system was one of the |

first to utilize the dyad, rather than the individual, as

’ . 3 0 ¥ L]
the major unit of measurement. The coding of messages 1n a

three person fami1y~(husbandr(ﬂ), wife (W), child (C)) in-

volved placing messages into one of the six possible tran-

sactional pairs (HW, HC, WH, WC, CH, CW). Each message,

was caoded as both a stimulus for the one

In

after the first,

following it and a response to the one preceding it.

‘the first study utilizing this method, Baley's hypothesis

about the distribution of family interactions was supported

s
(Haley, 1964), but his attcmpt to show that tho amount of

deviation from ranaomness distinguishes "normal" from "ab-

normal® families has baen disputed by Waxler and Mishler

(1970), who also criticized his method of computlng R dev1a-

tion scores.

Lennard, Beaulieu, and Embrey (1965) also concc@ﬁed of

the family as a control and regulationggystem, but uplike

Haley, they included thc content =S well as the forq of

interpersonal communications in their study. The central

|
i
:
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focus of this study was family permeability, defined as the

success of family member's intrusions and the permissiveness
of parents in regard to their child's intrusions. An intru-
sion was oparationalized as an entry by a third person into
—a two-person interaction, an entry not specifically requested
by the other famlly member. Thus, if a husbnad;s message to
Yis wife is followed by the child's speech to either husband

or wife, it is coded as a child intYusion, unless the hus-

~
4

band's speech implied, or directly called for, the child's
respoﬁse. In a sense, an intrusion disquai&fies the commun~*
ication preceding it. Lennard, and his colleagues assumed
_that fa&xl;es deve10p rules about how much, if any, intru-
sion is permlssable. Their findings suggested that child
intrusions oécur less frequ%ptly in schizophrenic than in
normal families and that schlzophrenic families are signifi--
‘cantly less successful in redirecting conversation, i.e. in-
truding.

‘Alexander (1973) also focused on.fhe content of family
interaction process. Con*e ndirng that Hall ahd Fagan's con-

ception of system elements can be viewed as the inter-

r=latedness Or rcciprocigx_between.family members, Alexander

hypothesized that reciprocal defensive communication is more
prevalent in "maladaptive" families and reciprocel supper-
tive communication morembrevalent in "nermal“ families, but
that the principle of reciprocity is maintained in both. A

revision of Gibb's (1961) method for measuring defensive and

supportive communication was developed and used to evaluate
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family discussions from two types of families. Results sup-
ported Alexander's basic hypothesis, suggesting that con-
siderable system reciprocity exists in all families, but th
nature or content of that reciprocit} differs (Alexander,
1973).

Recently, Erickson and Rogers (1973) described a new
method of measuring both sequential and relational communica-
tion in married couples or other dyadic units. Unlike other
coding systems, the one developed by Erickson and Rogers is
dxreé&ly llnked to important theoretical constructs of com-—
munlcation tbeory (Watzlawick, Beavin, and Jackson, 1967)
and appears to be general enough to apply to varying inter-
actloﬂél contexts. As far as measurcément units are concern-
ed, it moves from palred units to transactional sequences
and is, therefore, capable of indexing changing interaction-
al patterns over time. Although the Erickson-Rogers system
is presently restriéted to .two-persor, verbal' interacticns,
~ts concepéual connections to both systems theory and the
analysis of transactionsy'suggests that it may soon be ret

vised for use in evaluating whole family interactions. In

‘ one study utilizing this method, Rogers (1972) found that

svmmetrical and transitory communication patterns were re-
lated to the degree of role discrepancy, i.e. inequity
serain, in the dyadic system.

This briecf and inéxhaustive review of systems-oriented
research Buggests a groving interest in systems theory as

a research paradigm for family studies. It would appear

k4
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that attempts to operationalize systcm parameters arc now

17

both more frequent and more successful. This is reflected

in the new developments in transactional-igkcl instead of
indﬁvidual-levei measurement. At the very~1east, we now

have évidence that fahilies are relatively stable and organ-
ized systems and that within-system reciprocity can be demon-
strated. Sheflen (1965), for example, has shown that pat-
terns persist, regd;dlesg of the individual contributions

-

of family members; if one member deviates from his customary
. \

\

interaction patterns, another will take over for him.
¢
On the o hand, evidence on the diffcring natterns O’

[

of regulation between family types is equivocal. Consequéhﬁ&\
ly, researchers are now turning to more specific content )
category systems, in an effdért to discover which interpersonal
- <
communications regulate family ?ife. Early findings suggest
‘that ‘system-disrupting communications such as intrusions
are more prevalent and more tolerated in “"normal” families,
but that reciprocal pattcrns of disruption, sucp as hostil- .
}ty or defensiveness, occur more frequently im "abnormal”
families. It is likely that thé search for interpersonal
communicakions that maintain system balance and those that
change it, what Watzlawick, et. al. (1967) call step-calibrxa-
tions will continue. This will mean m?re resecarch designed
to develop content-or meaning-oriented\category systems and
less rescarch utilizing inferencc-frée coding. We cen also

expect to see less tabulating of individual frequency dis-

cributions. The shift from analyzing individual message

N

J
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units to analyzing dyadic and other transactional units
would‘appear to be complete. ’

'Wnile the parameters drawn from systems theory guide
most system3-oriented family research, researchers committed
to the a-theoretieal approach seem to rely only on their ow; ‘
interests, intuitions, clinical biases and favored method-
ologies. Consequently, the a-tneoretical approach has pro-
duced a widely diverse set of studies, emphasizing many dif-
feren#variables and employing vastly different measurcment
'technxques. Indeed, many of the studies lack continuity and
seem entirely unrelated In this section, I will restrict
my discussion to a representative saméle of those studies
which seek to discover which variables eeparate *abnormal”
from "normal" groups. ’

The evidence does seem to support the claim that fam-
ilies with "identified patients” behave differently than
"normal” families, Jht, as Haley recently pointed out (1972),
the evidence is no more than dndicative; it 15 not conclus-
ive. The methods and measures used in these studies fail to
nect the mlnlnum sc1ent1f1c requ1rements of reliability and
validity and most studles could\te tonJQdagpd at best, only

exploratory not confirmatory. The rcsearch under considera-

~ion can be roughly divided into three categories according

to the type of measures employed: individual measures, pro~

cess measures, and outcome mea&yres.

i

\\‘ '
several studies conducted by Ch@eh (1964, 1965) are

representative of the individual measurement approach. Cheek

L)
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analyzed family conversations produced by 67 schizophrenic
and 56 normal families with an adapted $érsion of Bale's
interaction Process Analysis (IPA). Results indicated that
mothers, in "schizophrenic" families were more dominant and
their husbands more passive that their counterparts in'nor4
mal families. These findings contradicted the earlier re-

. search of Caputo (1963), who also used the Bale's categories
to evaluate family discussions. Although pargnts of "schizo-
phrenic" children did show more overt conflict than parents
of "normal" children, the maternal dominance, paternal pas-
sivity pattern did not emerge in the IPA analysis of the
"schizophrenic" families. These contradictory reghlts are
fur&her complicated by Winter and Ferreira's (1967) indict-
aent of IPS's application to family research. Utilizing IPA
categories to code interactions in ninety families, Winter
and Ferreira found that IPA was "more clearly rélated to the
pehavior of the child than to the behavior of his parents"
{p. 160). Since the inter-observer agreement rat@os were
also very low Winter and Ferreira éoncludéd that the "Bale's
iPA system, in its present form, is not suited for work with
families" (p. 170).

One of the most comprehensive attempts to measure in-
teractions in the whole family, was done by‘Riskin and
Faunce (1970, b,; Faunce and Riskin, 1970). Concentrating
on the measurement of process, Riskin and Faunce devéloped
six Pamily Interaction Scales: Clarity, Topic’antinuity,

Committmle, Agreement/Disagreement, Affective Intensity,




)
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and Reiationship Quality. Their research w&b désigned to
determine whether these scales were capable of detecting
differences between five classes of families: multi-
problem, constricted, cgzld—labeledﬂ questiohable, and nor-
mal. Unlike other family interactionigtudies, the unit of:
measurement was the whole f;mily instead of a selected dyad
or triad. The scale categories encompassed process rather
than content and were, therefore, not coded in a mutually
exclusive fashion, i.e. each speech was givgn a score on all
six scales. Among the most sigrificant results were the
following: (1) Multi-problem families were the most unclear,
had thé most competitive and unfriendly climate and showed
the highest amounts of interrupting, cutting-off and changing
topics. (2) Constricted families were the most emotionally
controlled; little affect was shown. Parents in these fam-
ilies were very friendly to each othcrﬁ\put very dritical of
_their children. (3) Families witn child-labeled problems
experiencéd the bost conflict, though the internal power
G::Ehggle in these families was muted. The climate in these
families was distinctively non-collaborative and was char-
acterized by.CGnsiderable expression of disagreement. |
(4) Normal éaﬁilies showed the highest amounts of joking,
considerablé spontanaity and an actively supportive climate.
A wide range of intense éffect was expressed in these fam-
ilies. A

Like Riskin and ?aunce, the Ferreira and Winter re-

search group has also successfully isolated variables dis-

™
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criminating between "normal” and "abnormal" families. 1In
a study requiring families to jointly create three differ-
ent TAT stoies, Ferreira, Winter and Poindexter (1966) founil
that normal families spent significantly less time in

silence than abnormal families and that the percentage of

silence was relatively invariant within diagnostic groups
across all three stories. Silence was measured by subtract-
ing thc sum of each family member's talking time from the
total family's talking time, less the amount of time when
voice overlapping took place.
An eaflier study conducted by the same researchers
(Ferreira and Winter, 1965) focused on several interactional
variables re#gted to decision-making. Spontaneous agree-<
ment, a measﬁre of the similarity of opinions and wishes
- prior to interpersonal communication, was sigﬁificantly

- higher in normal than in abnormal families. Ferreira and
Winter ingérpret this finding as a sign of the gréater con-
gruency in normal than in pathological relationships. It
may also reflect the grcater amount of, and more accurate,

comnunication found in normal familics.

The Ferreira-Winter studies also illustrate their ac-

tive concern for investigating family outcomes, e€.g. suc-
cessful and unsuccessful decision-making. In the TAT story
study, Ferreira, Winter, and Poindexter (1966) found a dircct
relaticnship betwcen the amount of silence and the inability
to perform the task. Abnormal families engaged in signifi-

cantly more silence and needed more time to complete the

it

Q . . - /‘3




\

”' D-a

task. These results were consistent with the findings of

- -

their earlier study employing "the unrevealed differences

technique." In that study, abnormal families took more

time to reach family consensus and their final decision re-

flected little fulfillment of the family member's earlier
individual choices. Collectively, these data suggest that

abnormal families are characterized by an inefficient use

-

of time and unsatisfactory decision-making.

o
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PROBLEMS TO BE WORKED OUT IN FUTURE RESEARCH

Though this review is hy no means éxhaustive, it does
suggest some substantive problems which should receive high
nriority in subsequent family communication research. I

will label the first set of problems measurement problems.

First, we need to ask the same questions of family
interactién research that are asked of all research invol-.
ving systematic observétion of human behavior. How accur-
ate are the measurements and how well do they measure what
they claim to measure? The answers are difficult to f;nd.
Most reports make it difficult to determine how many ob-
servers were present ané how reliability estimates were com=
puted. Many do not even report rater reliability coeéfi—
cients. Validity data is practically non-existant.

A second measurcment problem concerns the unit og
mecasurement. The present review, suggests that most future
research will concentrate on tfansactiopal units of measure-
ment. Unfortunately, the conceptual parameters for these.
units have yet to be worked out. The problem was Qelllex-

- pressed by Jackson (1965), when he wrote:

It is only when we attend to transactions be-

tween individuals as primary data that a qualIEiative

shift in conceptual framework can be achieved. Yet
our grasp of such data seems ephemeral; despite our
best intentions, clear observations of interactional
process fade into the old, individual vocabulary,

theFf to be lost indistinguishable and heuristically




useless. T ut the problem another way, we need
measures whi8@ do not simply suan up individuals
into a family it; we need to measure the char- -

, acteristics of e gupra-individual family unit: -
characteristics Ior which presently we havé almost
no terminology (p. 4).

aley has reiterated the same theme (1964):
Just as the first half of the century has been
largely devoted to classifying and describing
incividuals, it seems probable the second half
of the century will be devoted to classifying
e ongoing systems of two or more people. The

dimensions upon which such a classification
system will be based have yet to be devised.

.;\;Eéﬁ priority should be given to developing rela-
tional terminology which can be translated intc measurable
variables. In this regard Erickson and Roger's (1973) wdfk
might sgrve as a prototype for what I have in mind. Len-
nard (1972) has recently defended the development of inclu-
sive category systems which could be applied across many
studieg and in varying interactional contexts. No such
system now exists. thnse desiring to build such a svstem
would be well advised to include nonverbal as well as the
normal verbal communication categories. Excluding nonver-
bal behavior does considerable violence to the so-called
"stream of communication" and thereby limits the utility

of the cystem.

Given the current modus operandi of creating a new

coding system for each new study, it is unlikely that a new .
gsystem as pervasive as Bales IPA will soon be developed.

At the very least, however, family researchers would be

.wise to dispose of the many inadequate and unreliable

measuring instruments now available. Winter and Ferreira’

n
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(1967) have suggested that one way to décide which systems
are worth using is to desifn studies in which different
\ . coding systems are applied to the same communication data.
| The time scems ripe for such a methodglogical study.
A third measurement problem reflects the felative re-
v ‘ luctance gf family researchers to move beyond univariate
data analysis. Recent advapce;'m such multivariate statis-

ticaf\EgEhniques as discrimina analysis, canonical analy-

sis, factor analysis, multiple linear‘regression,'and multi-

variate‘informational analysis have apﬁérently been ignored

% by family researchers. At this particular time, a high
priority should be given to findiﬁg which, among the many

. variables being studied, do the best job of discriminating

between abnormal and normal famili%§. Multiple discrimi-
nant analysis is the most suitable technique for handling

R this problem. We also need to knowrhow these variables are
inter-related and whether‘we can reduce the many existing
measures to a more parsimonious and more potent few. An
example of what I mean is provided_by Winter and Ferreira
(1970) who reduced 31 variablcs ﬁo six factors. This kind
of research begins to provide order\for a field that badly
nceds it.

1 A second set of problems are what I refer to as ignored

Jesign priorities. The major design priority, I believe,

should be the assessment of how contexts and situations in-
fluence family behavior. Ifost researchers only pay lip ser-

vice to the influence of the testing context; studies manipu-

el
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lating situationel or contextual variables are very rare.
This would be less ef a problem if there was agreement on a
standazd family task, but the tasks assighed have been al-
most as diJerse as the variables studied.. It is at least’
plausable to assume that'tasks in these studies influence -
the dispersion of interactions as much as the innate
"nature" of the families themselves. O'Neill and Alexander
(1971), fer example, found that when three different tasks
were used the dispersion of domlnance scores'among husbands
and wives changed substantially. Consequently, O'Neill and
Alexander contend that "it is clearly no longer adequate to
assume that family process is a constant, regatdless-of the
content or.demands of the activity in which the family -is
engaged" (p. 172) . ‘ . g

) .
Aside from finding out how tasks affect family inter-

_action, it would certainly help to know how situational set-

tings ‘influence it. Rausch (1965), who has long argued for
representative sanpling of situations, found that if he knew
the situation (e.g. breakfast, bedtime, structured end un-
structured games, instruetional sessions, sneck periocds,
etc.) he could improve his predictions of friendly and un;
friendly behavior among children, well beyond chance. At a
minimum, we neecd to kegw the ways in whieh family members
bchave differently in a laboratory setting than in their
homes. ? |

To summarize, I have suggested the following measure®.

ment concerns-and design priorities: 1(1) pay closer atten-

tion to measuring and reporting reliability and validity:;

)
.0
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(2) vyork out and opérationalize the relational and trangs-

t10na1 characterxst;cs of famfly systems; (3) utilize
multivariate statistical techniques in order to reduce the
number‘bf varlables studied and to discover how these vari-
;bles are related to one another; (4) design methodoloqlcal
studieé aimed at determining which coding systems are valu-
able and Whlé% are worthless; (5) conduct studies which
manipulate task and situational parameters, SO as to deter- .
mine their relative importance; and (6) produce a more repre-
sgntative sampling of tasks, situational contexts, and com=

munication behaviors. especially nonverbal communications,

to be used in future research with families.
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