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Overcoming Obstacles to Drug Abuse Research with Families

. Research concerning the family and drug use has encountered a number of
obstacles in the past. As the nature of thesé obstacles becomes less
opaque, not only are creative meané of overcoming them being developed but a
more focused direction for the field may also be emerging. Tﬁe comments
beloQ address these issues, building upon Stanton's (1979a) review of the_
Jiterature and on Clayton's (1979) critical assessment and reevaluation of
the Federal role in supporting the research on which much of this literature
is based. | '

BACKGROUND _

In 1974 Urie Bronfenbrenner published a prophetic article analyzing the
growing estrangement between young people and adults in this country. He
suggested that the roots of this estrangement lay in the evolutionary
changes thet were, and are, taking place in the American family. He cited
numerous societywide trends fueling these changes. Among the trends he
identified were the fragmentation of the extended family, dual-worker
familes, separate patterns of social life fo; different age groups, the

delegation of child care to specialists, and the breakdown of neighborho.ds.

As recently as 1980, two, among mafly, concurrent national processes mirrored
and extended Bronfenbrennerts concerns. One of these was the White House
Conference on the Family and the otner, targeted specifically to drug us2,

was the forma.ion of the National Federation of Parents for Drug Free Youth.
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White House Conference on the Family {(WHCF)

During the winter of 1979-1980, planners for the WHCF sponsored forums ,,//”‘“;w

througﬁout the country in order to give citizens the opportunity to expresss
their concerns about the status of the family in the United States today.
The over 100,000 contributors to these forums were not specifically selected
or.elected but weré individuals who choce of their own accord to attend and
address issues of importance to them. The more prominent concerns and
issues raised included the perceived insensitivity of the Federal Government
to family life as reflected in the tax structure, health care, economic

' approaches and other Goverﬁment policies, the availability and cost of day
care, the relationship betweenkwork and family settings, parenting issues,
and the impaef?of community institutions on the family. These and other
issues formed ghe basis for discussions at the WHCF held in the summer of
1980% Strikingly, the issue on which there was the greatest consensus at
these meetings concerned the need for a national effort to involve the

family in tne prevention and treatment of youthful drug use (wHCF, 1980).
National Federation of Parents for Drug Free Youth (NFP)

The NFP, which provides a vehicle for more than 1,000 parent groups to share

experiences and information, was formed in garly 1980 as an attempt to give

coherence E? tre gfassroots parent groups that have peen forming in response

to increases in adolescent drug use. Tﬁe‘interests of the NFP, alth;ugh
limited to the context of youthful drug use. ineclude the impact of

Government policies on thé family, parentirg issues,.the effect of parental

work patterns on children's behavior, the imbaqt of community- and

z ‘4
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neighborhood-level social and economic policies on youth, and the role of
education in strengthening fa&ilies. This group, while petitioning the
Federal Government for support and action, has pledged its cooperation and
assistance in those actions the Governmenf maQ taée ﬁhicn attempt to curb

youthful drug use through the family (Boin 1980).

%

°

As can be seen in the issues raised by both the WHCF and NFP, the themes
developed by Bronfenbrenner in 1974 now appear to’be of considerable concern
to a growing number of people. The very breadth Af the population
expressing these concerns may have profound implications for future research

in tne family area. Until now, research in this area has been conducted by

~an informél coalition of funding agencies, institutions, foundations, and

reasearchers in the field. The fundiﬁb groups, with the aid of the
scientific community, identified priorities and areas of interest, andqthe
researchers have responded with well-conceived and well-conducted research.
Now, however, a third slement has been added"to this coalition--the ultimate

consumers of this research, the families themselves.

»

-

It is reasénable to speculate that neither the WHCF nor the NFP would have
reached tne coqclusions they have reached if they felt past research had
been responsive to the issues they are now raising. The legitimate conctrns
of these and similar groups, if not £he ernowmous potential politﬁcal power
they represent, strongly suégest that funders and researchers should
consider them and their ideas in the research planning process. Not to do
so, to continue solely in the "science knows best" mode, may very well cause
family reseacchers to run the dua]ffisk of alienating their most vital

consfituency and proceeding on a research Caurse that is perceived to be

responsive primarily to their own needs and not those of their ultimate

’ . 5
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consumers. Nevertheless, until rather recently a number of obstacles have

made research in this area difficult to carry out.

PREVIOUS OBSTACLES TO RESEARCH ON DRUGS AND THE FAMILY
b 5}

There is now little argument that drug use not only takes place in thé
context of the family but‘that the family is héawiiy imp}icated in the
initiation, maintenance, cessation, and prevention of drug use (e.g., see
Seldin 1972; Harbin and Maziar 1975; Stanton 1979a). While this realization
has certainly been accompanied by research in this area, as attested to by
recent compilatgpns of this (Stanton, 197&; Glynn, 1981), the amount and .
breadth of this research has only recently begun to be commensurate with, the
importancz and ﬁmplications the role of the family aﬁpea}é to Haye in '
drug-using behavior. A number of obstacles that may have retard?d growth in

1]

this research area are considered below.
Emphasis of Research on Opiate Use

Clayton (1979} points out that until quite recently drug abuse, at least at
ihe Federal Jevel, has terided to be definec as opiate, and especially
heroin, abuse. Researchers appear to ‘have largely accepted this limited
definition and responded with research focus%ng on heroin addiction and its
most visible concomitants such as criminality, health effects, treaément
costs, and the subcultural lifestyle in which the addict finds himself or
herself. Since most research either studied addicts %n treatment (where
families were seldom inclucea) or On the street (where families were

absent., it was seldom possible for the researcher to view the familial

context in which heroin use may have begun or was being maintained. Making

6 - .
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| . the problem more complex, as Clayton observes, was the prevalerce of the

) notion that the addicts' life activities are solely devuted to drugs and the

arug cultgre, leaving no opportunity for him or her to develop and maintain

primary cultural relationships such as those involved iﬁ\}amily life or

parenchood.
Preference for Individual Approaches'

A second obstacle to,ﬁamily-oriented research concerning drug use is, again,
underscored by Clayton (1979). Drug abuse, he notes, has generally been -
considered to be a medical problem. Tpis, in turn,“has led to drug use

being gtudfed in the context of the medical model and its emphasis on the ¢
individﬁal. Compounding this islthe substantial role that psychology and

its traditional emphésis on thé individual has pldyed in drug abuse research.

! . R & /\\/

These two approaches to the study of drug use, thé medical and the
psychological, do not have traditions of investigating eiil..r the etiology
or the current status of the abucer in a family context. Medical researc@,
such as that carried out at the Federal facilities in Fort Worth and
Lexington, has studied addicts who are physically £emoved from theirﬁ

families. Psychological research has also focused on abﬁsers in treatment

situations (vhich, until quite recently, included no families), thereby

l * Ld

eliminating tne context 'of the development c¢f drug-using behavior from

anything but retrospective study.

1

~

Closely related to this argument is Blum's (1980) description of " . . . the

current culture of government science research: medical, prestigious,

reductionist, hard, molecular” (p. 110J. Blum quite correctly points out

o 7 -~
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that research concerning the family and drugs would not be described by any
of these terms. While the Federal Government coes not dictate research
priorities, its role as a principal funding source for scientific'research

in this country certainly gives it a predominant role in %he setting of such

priorities. The ggrceived, if not actual, preeminence of Blﬁm's descriptors .

of Government research priorities has not substantially encouraged

investigators to undertake studies in this area.
Clash of Values and Practicality

Until recently, there may have been some feeling that to seriously implicate
the fdmily in the drug use of one or more of its members was to attack the
instituti;n itself. Our society is able to acknowledge the origin of some
problems within the family (e.g.,-;oor health habits or learning

difficult;gs) but drug abuse may have been vieved as behavior that is too

objectionable to be attributed to the family in eny way. Rather than risk

the opprobrium that would accompany such.an implication, researchers moy,
consciously or unconsciously, have choser to mirror or bolster societal
values by.protecting the family from such research questions.

Methodological Hindrances

Any study that aimg to focus on the family in any significant way must
employ a sophi§ticated, multivariate methodology. Such sophistication is
not a conceiékof the field but is; rather, a necessity if the interactlve
effect of family members' behavior and the nultiple, concurrent roles each
family member plays.as other compiexl}esearch issues are to be adequateiy
addressed. Until recently (e.g., Bentler et al. 1976; Bentler 1980),

8
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researchers in the drug field did not bring such methodolugy to their

studies siéce, as dlscussed above, most studies focused on the individual 7
and thus required a different set of approaches. Also, in many cases it is
only during the past several years that instruments and analysis methods -

applicabie to family and drug ieseg;gh have been available and widely

accepted. o

a v
tack of a Constituency -
Maﬁy"areas of research appear to have either a natural or a de@eloped : R
constituency. Most aspects of ecucational research, for example, enjoy the

support of both consumers (e.g., parents) and researchers; research in heart
disease is widely supported by both the,pub%ic and researchers in the

numerous fields whose expertise is applicable to this problem. Research }
with families and drugs, however, has been tendered comparativély little %

support by either researchers or the pubiic Until recently.

\

|

Consumer support for such research has been lacking for several reasons. |
First, it is only in the last decage that there has been any significant

. g
- . drug-using behavior. Second, eveén where suvh consciousness-raising may have

|
consciousness-raising concerning the pypothesized role of the family in ’

l
taken place, tne ideas that tne family might be imélicated in this behavior ‘
was'repugnant and unpopular enéugh to essertially discourage signiﬁicant ‘
research. Finally, and related to the second reason, it is only in the past |
several years thai{the public has become concerned about the widespread use ‘
of legal and illegal substéhces by youths. When the definition of drug

abuse was considefed to cover only opiate users, most families could look

|
|
Q the other way. However, when marijuana, amphetamines, barbiturates,
) _ 1
|
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aledhol, and other substances are being used by adolescents and even

preadolescents, most families, even if they do nmot take primary

_ \responsibility for their cnildren'é behavior, realize that .they may be

3mtimately involved in this behavior. PR

. . i
Need for an Evolutionary Period
,Jay Haley (1971Y has wryly observed that it was not until the late 1940s
that therapists working with children who were diagdbsed as schizophrenic
discovered that these children had moth-ex_'s, and not until the 1950s that
their fathers were discovered. These "discoveries," he noted, contributed
heaviiy to the widespread adoption of family therapy in the past quarter

century. It is thus reasonable to suggest that, through the utilization of

ZL famify therapy (e.g. Stanton 1979b), the basis for research concerning

families and drugs has developed.

The;e is no landmark event of study.thag initiated the idea of including the
families of drug abusers iq treatment or research (Sowder et al, 1979).
Prior to 1970, there was little Fncouragement for this notion; however, some
practitioners had begun to ;onsider applying the findings of other mental

health fields that used family therapy to the field of drug abuse.

ﬁirsch, for example, advocated group therapy with the parents of adolescent
addicts as ea*ly as 1961. He'cited'several studies that described ihe often
disturbed nature of the relationship between an addict and his or her

parents. Additionally, his own experience suggested that the benavior of an

addict's parents had a significant effect on the child's "chice of

N\
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symptom”, namely, the abuse of drugs.
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Hirsch reported that the parents and the adolescent were seen separately in

3

- therapy; although this is ot the pattern offamily therapy practiced most

o

often now, it repneSeﬁted a significant step. Hirsch did not‘proclaim a new

v +«®

day in- the treatment af drug abuse on the basi% of this work, but he did

o note that applying family ther gy to drug abuse problems appeared to be N

clinically sound and deserv' "of further clinical invest%gation.

\
Stronger supporL for this notion was offered by Ganger and Shugart (1966), ' 1
\

based on their family therapy sessions with over 100 msle addicts They s
concluded that treatment of addiction could not be,conducted successfullv

outside the context of the family unit’ “They referred to ‘addiction &s "a -

familiogenic disease", suggested that treatment af the addict within his
- ~ L

family shauld constitute’ the treatment of choice, and recommended extensive

clinical investigations on the effectiveness of this technigue with ' N

,

drug-abusing populations.. ' o - .

h .

W0

’, P - . .
By the beginning of the 1970s, enthusiasm about family therspy began tc grow

in the field of drug abuse Rlthough this increasing.interest seldom

s included an adequate research component it did provide support for ' .
practitioners vho believed that new techniques were needed to deal with!drug -
abuse, particu arly in light of the burgeoning public focus on the problem. . o
Data from a recent natiopal survey indicate that family therapy is provided
in numerous drug abuse treatment programs 3Cross the Nation (Coleman and " [
Davis, 1978) and the significant amount of literature. identified by the o e

reviews and collections cited .earlier (Seldin, 1972; Harbin and Maziar, -

1975; Stanton, 1978, 1979a; Glynn, 1981) suggest that ‘interest is this field

~ L ' . *
o has appreciably increased. . , . .
ERIC - 11 -
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These.patterns suggest, then, that just as' there vas a necessary
: developmental: period for family resea"dh in~the schizophrenia field there
e | has been a similar period of evolutionary development in the drug field. If -
. ’ the~schlzophrenia research pattern continues to unfold in a similar“manner
: in'the drug field, it would be reasonable to expect that family-oriented
drug feseardj'will,not only be treatment focused but will also continue to

?

branch out into other areas of study, such as research including families

that appear tg be. "{nvulrerable" to drug abuse ar research involving basic

etiological investigations.
CONCLUSIONS

As seen above, it is quite possible to obserVe a confllcting course for past

(=4

. . research in the area of the family and drugs. On the one hand, " consumer
. interest in the direction and results o} this rsearch has grown in recent
years. 0On the other hand, a number of obstacles have, until recently,
impeded the free growth of research in this area. These oostacles, whetnher
philosophical, bureaucratic, value-laden, ir methodological in nature, may,
’ . nevertheless, be a necessary element in any area of research. Kuhn (1970),
b , discussing'the nature of scientific advances, spéculates that no field can
“produce contemporarily influential theory and research until it is in tune
with the Zeitgeist. While science certainly plays a role in influencing any
culture,. it rarely controls it. Consequently, most thedry and‘research/must
develop and nurture its acceptance over a period of time. When such theory

and research have reached a state of relative consonance with the Zeitgeist, )

. obstacles that have previously seemed lnsurmountable will tend to

~

dissipate. There are_indications that theory and research concerning drugs "™
] M i N 7
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and the family have begun to achieve that consonance. The interests of the
Wh%te House Conference and the National Federation of Parents, the
increasing governmental interest in viewing drug abuse from a family
perspective, and the significant and growing literature base noted in this
paper point to a péwerful push from within the research field and a
concomitant pull from the consumers of that research. These indicators
suggest that philosophies, values, methodologies, and even bureaucracies,
which may have previously been obstacles, may now be contributing to the

emerging acceptance of the.family and drug field as both a legitimate and

stential area of research.

ottt it
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