OBJEGTIVES

-

|dentify sibling relational maintenance
strategies.

Describe elements of systems theory and ex-
amine their impact on family interactions.

Explain family communication patterns theory.

|dentify family types identified by Koerner and
Fitzpatrick.

Discuss ways in which families form their
own identity (stories, myths, metaphors,
themes).

Explain the ABCX model of stress as it
applies to family interactions.
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3 SOUND FAMILIAR?

As the end of the semester approached,
Bailey felt more stress than he had ever
experienced in his life. He knew that his par-
ents were going to be less than pleased when
he told them about his decision to change his
major, and he was worried about how he would
break the news to them that his roommate got
him a summer job with his father’s company
and he wouldn’t be coming home this summer.
A few minutes after he tweeted, “Stressed to the
max—parental units are NOT going to be hap-
py!” his cell phone rang. As he glanced and saw
his mother’s Caller ID, he groaned and consid-
ered letting the phone go to voice mail. “That’s
what I get for accepting my parents’ requests to
follow me on Twitter,” he thought to himself as
he reluctantly answered the call.

y OVERVIEW

Of all the relationships we form through-
out our lifetime, our family relationships
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are the most enduring. We begin this chapter by
advancing an important question about family
communication: What makes family relation-
ships unique from the other types of interper-
sonal relationships we experience in a lifetime?
Vangelisti (2004) describes the significance of
the family by labeling it “the crucible of society”
(p. ix). These relationships are unique from oth-
er types of interpersonal relationships because
they are described as both voluntary and invol-
untary and play a significant role in shaping self-
perceptions. After all, our family relationships
offer our first glimpse into what it means to form
an intimate connection with another person.

“The family. We were a strange little band of characters
trudging through life sharing diseases and toothpaste,
coveting one anothers desserts, hiding shampoo, borrowing
money, locking each other out of our rooms, inflicting pain
and kissing to heal it in the same instant, loving, laughing,
defending, and trying to figure out the common thread that
bound us all together” (p. 9).

Source: Bombeck, E. (1987). Family: The ties that bind...and gag! New York:
McGraw-Hill.

Consider the fact that families have unique
communicative features. After all, you have a
frame of reference for understanding commu-
nication in families since these are the first and
likely to be the longest-lasting relationships
formed in your life. Perhaps the best way to un-
derstand family relationships is to take a look
at the role of interpersonal communication in
the family and how it shapes our sense of iden-
tity and serves as a model for communication
choices. Even in situations where relationships
with family members have become strained, the
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bonds shape an individual’s sense of self, serve
as a model for desirable or undesirable commu-
nication, and shape expectations for future rela-
tionships. In this chapter we examine classic and
contemporary family communication research,
theories, and concepts. We will also address
interpersonal communication concepts as they

apply across the family life span.

DEFINITION OF FAMILY

If you were asked to list the number of peo-

ple you consider to be part of your family,
who would you include? Would you list in-laws,
close family friends, close personal friends, neigh-
bors, siblings’” spouses, stepfamilies, or even co-
workers? Would you include only those relatives
related by blood or marriage? When students are
asked this question, they often include a wide
range of individuals in their list of family mem-
bers. Most family relationships are described as
involuntary because we do not get to choose our
parents, siblings, cousins, aunts, uncles, grandpar-
ents, and so on. Some family relationships may
be formed of woluntary members. An example of
this is the television series Friends, which show-
cases how non-biological relationships can fulfill
family roles.

As we grow older, our choices of who we include
in our “family” expand. Voluntary families are
created as a result of conscious decisions made
to include others in the familial relationship. For
example, we select our spouse or life partner. We
all have experience with family relationships,
but have you considered the unique nature of
these bonds? A scene from the 2005 film 7%e
Family Stone illustrates this sense of family ob-
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Most family relationships are involuntary because we don' get to choose who to
include.

ligation. Sarah Jessica Parker portrays a young
woman struggling to be accepted by her fian-
cé’s close-knit family. At one point she becomes
frustrated and asks her future mother-in-law,
“What’s so great about you guys?” Diane Kea-
ton replies, “Uh, nothing . . . it’s just that we’re
all that we've got.” Each family member recog-
nizes other family members’ idiosyncrasies, but
also realizes that the strength of the family bond
surpasses all other relationships.

¥ TYPES OF FAMILY RELATIONSHIPS

It is difficult to describe a “typical” fam-

ily in the twenty-first century. Over the
years, the structure of the typical American
family has changed. The Handbook of Family
Communication explores several different family
types such as intact families, divorced or single
parent families, stepfamilies, and gay or lesbian
families. But while the types may have changed,

core family relationships continue to exist and
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Even in Situations where relationships with
family members have become strained, the
bonds shape an individual's sense of self,
serve as a model for desirable or undesirable
communication, and shape expectations for
future relationships:

have provided scholars with opportunities to
take a glimpse into how communication devel-
ops in these relationships. While we do not have
the space to discuss all family types, three spe-
cific interpersonal relationships that exist in the
family structure will be discussed: marital rela-
tionships, parent-child relationships, and sibling

relationships.

Marital Relationships

According to family communication researchers
Turner and West (2002), “marriage is often seen
as the most important intimate relationship two
people can share” (p. 232). Some research indi-
cates that individuals in healthy marriages tend
to be both healthier and happier than unmarried
individuals or those in unhealthy relationships.
The longstanding question posed by research-
ers from a variety of academic and professional
fields has always been how to obtain and main-
tain an enduring marital relationship.
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Individuals in healthy marriages tend to be healthier and happier than Ethers.

Each life partner brings his or her own set of ex-
pectations to the marital relationship. Tune into a
television talk show and at some point you will like-
ly see a couple asking the host to solve their marital
problems. It is not unusual for the host to identify
differing expectations as the root of the problem.
Earlier in this text, we mentioned that messages
have both content and relational dimensions. The
same is true of our expectations for marital rela-
tionships—couples hold content expectations and
relational expectations for their partners.

CoNTENT EXPECTATIONS. Content expectations
focus on how the relationship is defined by the
role each partner plays. Roles are defined by the
expectations held for a position in the family. The
ABC television show Wife Swap focused on the
role expectations established for wives in two dif-
terent types of families. In each episode, the wives
switched families for two weeks. Clashes ensued
over differing content expectations for husbands’
and wives’ roles in housekeeping and child-rear-
ing. It is important to note that one of the difficult
tasks involved in the marital relationship is ensur-
ing that the two sets of expectations are congruent.

RELATIONAL EXPECTATIONS. Relational expec-
tations refer to the similarity, or correspondence,
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of the emotional, or affective, expectations each
partner has for defining the relationship. In one
episode of Wife Swap, the Kraut and Hardin
wives exchange households. One wife spends
considerable time shopping and focusing on cur-
rent fashion trends while her husband tends to
the household duties. She is perceived to focus
on herself rather than on the emotional needs of
family members. The other wife expects all fam-
ily members to participate in household chores,
and the couple has formed the expectation that
the role of the wife will include being responsible
for homeschooling the children. She is extreme-
ly involved in every aspect of the children’s lives
and is aware of any changes in their emotional
states. When the two families swap wives for the
two-week period, they discover that their rela-
tional expectations are incongruent in the new
environment. This often causes the sparks to fly!
When the wives are in their own homes, commu-
nication is more satisfying because their spouses
and children have congruent expectations for the
relationship. They have become comfortable with
the communication expectations associated with
the maternal roles. Marital satisfaction is greater
in relationships where couples discuss their ex-
pectations for the relationship—failure to talk
about expectancies is often equated to playing
“guess what’s inside my mind.”

To explain the various expectations that couples
have for communication and for the relation-
ship, Fitzpatrick (1987) developed a model to
distinguish each couple type and how they view
role conventionality, interdependence, and their
approach to conflict. Three couple types were
identified: traditionals, separates, and indepen-
dents (see also Figure 13.1). Characteristics that
distinguish the various couple types from one an-
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other are their expectations for
sex roles and their approach to
conflict in the relationship.

TraprTIONALS. Those who
exhibit a high level of interde-
pendence and sharing are con-
sidered traditional couples.
Conventional sex roles are
adopted in traditional couples,
with males performing tasks
such as lawn care, automobile
maintenance, and taking out
the garbage. Women fulfill the
role of nurturing caregiver and
are responsible for housekeep-
ing and childcare duties. In her
research, Fitzpatrick (1987)
found that traditionals tend to

Traditionals

Separates

Independents

be the most satisfied of the three couple types.
A 2009 study of 210 couples found that tradi-
tional couples reported the highest level of com-
mitment to the relationship compared to other
couple types (Givertz, Segrin, & Hanzal). Clear

expectations for the roles partners will play and

for their relationship result in dedication to the

relationship.

Traditional couples adopt conventional sex roles in their marriages.

chapter 13 Family Communication: Its All Relative

Figure 13.1 Description of marital types.
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Marital satisfaction is greater in

relationships where couples discuss
their expectations for the relationship.
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SEPARATES. Separate couples tend to empha-
size each individual’s identity and independence
over maintaining the relationship. In addition
to maintaining conventional sex roles in the re-
lationship, this couple is characterized by their
avoidance of conflict. As is evident, this couple
type typically reports a low level of marital sat-
isfaction. Givertz, Segrin, and Hanzal (2009)
found that separate couples experience the low-
est levels of marital satisfaction and commit-
ment of the three couple types.

INDEPENDENTS. Independent couples simul-
taneously respect the need for autonomy and
engage in a high level communication and shar-
ing with one another. Sex roles in the indepen-
dent relationship are unconventional. Individual
freedom is a priority, and partners are willing to
engage in conflict when they disagree on issues
and tend to be assertive in expressing and de-
fending their position on issues.

Parent-Child Relationships

Consider for a moment that the first family rela-
tionship formed is between a parent and a child.
As well as having a legal responsibility to care for
and protect their children, parents are responsible
for the moral and character development of their
children— not an easy task. In his book, Family
First, Dr. Phil McGraw (2004) discusses the role
that parents play in preparing children for life’s
challenges, and points out that parents need to
realize the influence they have as a result of the
messages they communicate to their children.

A parent’s role is complicated; biological and
emotional attachments create a special bond
that makes communication both rewarding
and frustrating at times. Television shows such

v
)

as Nanny 911 and Super Nanny provide parents
with advice for managing interactions with their
children. They also provide a glimpse into the
parenting challenges experienced by others, of-
fering support to parents who can see that oth-
ers are enduring the same, or worse, situations.

Young children assert their independence when they state they want to “do it all by
myself”

Over the course of the family life cycle, commu-
nication between parents and children evolves
as new events occur. It is during this time that
the dialectical tensions between autonomy and
connection are perhaps the strongest. In the be-
ginning of their lives children are totally depen-
dent on the parents to provide for them and look
out for their best interests. In the United States,
many parents begin teaching children at a young
age to become independent. Children are en-
couraged to learn to eat by themselves, pick out
their own clothes, and to explore their individual
interests in sports and other extracurricular activ-
ities. But even while encouraging independence,
many parents simultaneously reinforce the mes-
sage that they are still connected to their children.
Providing children with cellular telephones is one
strategy currently used by parents to stay con-
nected as their children explore autonomy.
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As children progress through adolescence, a new
set of communication issues needs to be consid-
ered. Up to this point, children have been en-
couraged to become independent, but eventually
the dialectical tension between autonomy and
connection kicks in and parents may begin to feel
that children are becoming too independent. Ad-
olescence is often a difficult transition period for
both children and parents alike, and it is not un-
common for conflicts to occur during this time in
the family life cycle. A common communication
issue during this period involves the negotiation
of rules, with new guidelines for behavior being
added on a regular basis as parents and children
clash over preferences for clothes, manners, cur-
fews, and activities. As the occurrence of par-
ent-child conflict increases during adolescence,
issues that once seemed unimportant now take on
new relevance. Consider the issues you and your
parents disagreed on during your adolescence.
Why do you think communication surrounding
these issues was so problematic?

Spending time with the kids

The average number of hours parents

spent with their children each week
rose since 1985.

MOTHERS mm 5
8.5

7.3

1965 1975 1985

As children grow up, identify their aspirations,
and pursue their goals, families may find that
their time is divided, and this provides yet an-
other source of tension in the household. A
2015 study examining the impact of the time
mothers spend with young children (ages 3-11)
and teens (ages 12-18) found that the time
spent directly engaged together during younger
years does not have a significant impact on the
child’s behavior or academic success. However,
there are important social and academic impli-
cations for increased mother-child time during
the teen years. Teens who spend time with their
mothers are less likely to engage in risky behav-
iors, and time spent with both parents together
enhanced the teen’s sense of well-being (Milkie,
Nomaguchi, & Denny, 2015). Figure 13.2 high-
lights some of the trends in the amount of time
parents spent with their children from 1965 to
2010.

13.9 13.7

12
11.2

1995 1999 2004 2010

Figure 13.2 The average number of hours U.S. parents spent with their children

each week, 1965—2010.

Source: http://www.washingtonpost.com/local/making-time-for-kids-study-says-quality-trumps-quanti-
ty/2015/03/28/10813192-d378-11e4-8fce-3941fc548f1c_story.html
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During adolescence, issues that once were insignificant can result in conflict

While many adult privileges are granted to chil-
dren when they reach the age of eighteen, parents
and children view and negotiate the transition to
adulthood in different ways. The period when
children begin the separation process from their
parents is often referred to as the launching stage.
However, this term is often misleading because
many families continue to experience a sense of
interdependence in their lives for a period of time
after the child reaches legal age. For example, af-
ter returning to college after Christmas break,
one student was overheard saying, “It was kind of
nice being back home and knowing that my mom
would stay up and wait for me to come in at night.
I guess I have to admit that I missed that during
my first semester at college.” While some may
find comfort in the old routines, others may find
that new rules need to be negotiated during the
launching stage. Statistics reported on forbes.com
indicate that approximately 13 percent of adult
children move back home with their parents after
living on their own for a period of time. Research-
ers have coined the term boomerang children to
refer to young adults who return home to live with
their parents after living on their own for a period
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of time. Daily chores, financial contributions, and
respect for household rules are only a few of the
topics that require negotiation between boomer-
ang children and their parents as they readjust to
living under the same roof again.

Divorce and remarriage create additional issues
to consider in parent-child interactions. Step-
families face unique challenges that revolve
around issues relating to discipline, resources, and
ties to the biological family unit. According to a
2011 Pew Research Center report, almost 42% of
American adults are part of a steprelationship, as
a stepparent, a stepsibiling, or a stepchild. Should
stepfamilies and stepchildren expect communi-
cation and relationships to be similar to those
between biological parents and children? Family
communication scholars use the analogy of start-
ing a novel halfway through the book to describe
the experience of negotiating the stepfamily rela-

tionship (Coleman, Ganong, & Fine, 2004).

Images of stepfamilies portrayed in stories and
the media often depict these relationships as
filled with challenges and negative communica-
tion. In the 1998 film Stepmom, a conversation
between a biological mother (Jackie) and her
daughter (Anna) about her stepmother (Isabel)
illustrates one of many potential communication
issues associated with stepfamily relationships.

Anna: [ think Isabel’s pretty.

Jackie:  Yeah, I think she’s pretty too . ..
if you like big teeth.

Anna:  Mom?

Jackie:  Yes, sweetie?

Anna:  Ifyou want me to hate her, I will.

(Stepmom, directed by Chris Columbus, 2hr. 4 min., 1492
Pictures, 1998.)

INTERPERSONAL COMMUNIGRTION: Building Rewarding Relationships
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Anger or guilt can impact communication about
the relationship, and both children and parents
may find it difficult to be open about their true
teelings. Not only are families required to ne-
gotiate nuances (such as children addressing
stepparents as “Mom” or “Dad”), but the role of
step grandparents in the blended family is also a
consideration. Gold (2015) offers suggestions to
assist stepgrandparents in adapting to the new
family structure. These include:

*  Respect the rules established by the new
stepparent. Resist the temptation to “take
sides” in situations involving the steppar-
ent and stepchild.

*  Beflexible and understand that the new fam-
ily needs to create their own traditions. Have
a conversation with the new spouse and their
children about your traditions to see where
they might “fit” into the new family’s plans.

*  Realize that stepgrandchildren have tre-
mendous adjustments in their lives. Do not
force affection (hugs, kisses) until they are
ready. Learn about and support the step-
grandchildren’s interests before expecting
them to become interested in you. (Gold,

2015)

RELATIONAL MAINTENANCE IN PARENT-CHILD
RELATIONSHIPS. Parents and children often find
the need to increase efforts in maintaining their
relationship as children grow older and gain
more autonomy. Activities, new friends, and,
eventually, the process of starting a new family
can detract from the time and energy available
for relationships with parents. In some instanc-
es, the onset of these maintenance challeng-
es begins much earlier when parents decide to
divorce. Non-custodial parents are faced with
identifying new strategies to maintain their re-

chapter 13 Family Communication: Its All Relative

lationship with their children in the absence of
the close physical proximity they once shared.

Parents and children often find the need to schedule special time together to
maintain their relationship as children grow older.

While many strategies used to maintain the re-
lationship are similar to those found in other
types of relationships, a 1999 study by Thom-
as-Maddox identified several strategies unique
to this context:

indicated that
they depend on mediated communica-

*  Non-custodial parents

tion (sending letters, emails, phone calls)
and material/monetary offerings (sending
gifts, taking children on “exciting” trips) to
maintain their relationship.

*  Children identified strategies for main-
taining their relationship with non-
custodial parents that include mediated
communication, proximity (living with
non-custodial parent during summer vaca-
tions and breaks by choice), and suggest-
ing joint activities (proposing ideas such as
going to the movies).

While being physically separated as a result of
this difficult decision may not be easy for par-
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Parents and children often find the need to increase

efforts in maintaining their relationship as children grow

older and gain more autonomy.

ﬁu'

ents and children, there are communication
strategies that can be used to continue the
relationship from a distance.

Sibling Relationships

Relationships with siblings generally last the
longest, given that our brothers and sisters
are often still with us long after our parents
are gone. Approximately 80 percent of indi-
viduals have siblings and, with the exception
of firstborn children, sibling relationships are
simultaneously formed with parent relation-
ships. In their younger years, siblings often
spend more time playing and interacting

RESEARCH IN REAL LIFE: The impact of overinvolved parenting

that is open.

perceived entitlement.

the evaluations of their children.

Why or why not?

Is it possible for parents to become too controlling and involved in their childrens lives? A 2018 study by Givertz and Segrin of 339 col-
lege students and their parents asked a series of questions to explore the role that parenting style plays in Shaping family satisfaction
and a child's sense of identity and entitlement. The study concluded that:

« Both parents and children report higher levels of family satisfaction when parents adopt an authoritative communication style

« Parents reported using authoritarian and permissive stules less frequently than their children perceived them using them.

« Families that exhibit high levels of adaptability and cohesion report greater levels of satisfaction.

« Children whose parents exhibited controlling (authoritarian) behaviors reported lower levels of self-gfficacy and higher levels of
Overall, parents perceived their family as higher in cohesiveness and more effective in communicating with one another compared to

« Doyou think your evaluations of family satisfaction, cohesion, and parenting stules would be similar to your parents' evaluations?

* What factors do you think impact the different waus in which parents and children view the family relationship?

INTERPERSONAL COMMUNIGRTION: Building Rewarding Relationships
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with one another than they do with their par-
ents. But that does not necessarily mean these
relationships are always positive. One min-
ute siblings may be collaborating to “team up”
against their parents, and the next minute they
may be fighting like cats and dogs.

Communication in the sibling relationship of-
ten reflects both negative and positive charac-
teristics. As family resources such as time, par-
ents’ attention, or physical objects are perceived
to be scarce, siblings may engage in conflict or
competition. Same-sex siblings tend to be more
competitive than opposite-sex siblings. In some
instances, siblings may be expected to fulfill the
role of teacher or “co-parent.” If you have sib-
lings, chances are you have probably been in-
structed to “Watch out for your brother (or sis-
ter)” at some point in time. Often this occurs in
single-parent families or in families where both
parents are employed outside the home.

As siblings approach adolescence, their relation-
ship experiences new transformations. Perhaps
the competition for resources may become more
intense, or siblings experience frustration when
they are compared to one another. In these in-
stances, a sibling may seek deidentification from
other siblings. Deidentification is defined as an
individual’s attempt to create a distinct iden-
tity that is separate from that of their siblings.
Have you ever had a teacher compare you to an
older sibling? Or perhaps you have had friends
at school who point out how similar or differ-
ent you are compared to your brother or sister.
When siblings are constantly evaluated against
one another, they may experience a desire to cre-
ate a unique identity and sense of self. Perhaps
your ability to play soccer was often compared
to one of your siblings who also played soccer.

chapter 13 Family Communication: Its All Relative

In an effort to distinguish yourself from your
sibling, you quit playing soccer and played bas-
ketball instead.

Maintenance in Sibling Relationships

Recall our discussion of the importance of rela-
tionship maintenance in Chapter 8. Relational
maintenance is of particular importance in the
sibling relationship, since these typically last
longer than any other family relationship. In a
study designed to investigate unique mainte-
nance strategies employed by siblings, six be-
haviors were identified (Myers & Weber, 2004).
These include the following (see also Figure
13.3):

*  CoNrFIRMATION. Confirmation consists
of messages used to communicate the im-
portance or value of siblings in one’s life.
Statements such as, “I'm lucky to have
you as my brother” or “I really appreciate
having you here to support me” are often
viewed as validating the relationship.

*  Humor. Often siblings use humor as a
way to bring amusement or enjoyment to
their relationship. Sharing private jokes
about family members or making fun of
their behaviors are ways siblings use hu-
mor to strengthen their bond.

*  SOCIAL SUPPORT. Siblings provide social
support to one another by using comfort-
ing strategies to assist one another through
difficult times. Asking a sibling for advice
or sharing information about difficulties in
other relationships illustrates the trust that
is present in the relationship.

*  Famiry EvenTs. Siblings often maintain
and strengthen their relationships with
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Additional research on adult sibling mainte-
nance identified verbal statements, nonverbal
gestures, and social support as additional op-
tions for strategies that are often used when

each other and other
family members through
participation in family
events. They may agree
to visit their parents at
the same time during the
summer or holidays to
spend time together.
Escape.  Siblings  ap-
proach the time and com-
munication spent with
one another as an escape
or diversion during diffi-
cult situations.

VERBAL  AGGRESSION.
While the final strategy,
verbal aggression, may
seem counterintuitive to
maintaining a relation-
ship, this maintenance
mechanism allows sib-

lings to vent their frustrations with one
another. Yelling at one another may be
the most effective method for having their
concerns heard in a specific situation.

—_——

Confirmation

e ——

Social Support

Family Events

Verbal Aggression

Figure 13.3 Sibling relational maintenance strategies.

siblings make purposeful or strategic attempts

to maintain a relationship, as opposed to using

Dften siblings use humor as a strategy to maintain their relationship with one another.

messages and behaviors that are more habitual

or routine (Myers, Byrnes, Frisby, & Mansson,
2011).

Ty,
S
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3 FAMILY COMMUNICATION THEORIES

Several theories can be applied to the study

of communication in family relationships.
Recall the definition of interpersonal communi-
cation: a process that occurs in a specific context
and involves an exchange of verbal or nonverbal
messages between two connected individuals
with the intent to achieve shared meaning. The
family is one context of connected individuals
in which these interactions occur. Scholars of
family communication have applied a variety
of interpersonal theories to explain these inter-
actions. In essence, virtually any theory of in-
terpersonal communication could be applied to
the study of families. Three theories that have
specific implications for the family relationship
include systems theory, family communication
patterns theory, and symbolic interactionism.

Family Systems Theory

Systems theory has been employed by fam-

ily scholars to explore a variety of interac-

tions, including children’s attitudes about their

Interdependence \l

single dating
(Marrow-Ferguson &
Dickson, 1995), family

involvement in address-

parent

ing children’s problems
at school (Walsh & Wil-
liams, 1997), and adoles-
cent abuse of their par-

ents (Eckstein, 2004).

Family systems theory is
one of the most frequent-
ly used theories in family
communication  schol-

arship  (Stamp, 2004).
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M
n

In essence, virtually any theory of
mterpersunal communication could be
ied to the study of familes.

-

The basic premise behind this theory is that
family relationships can be treated as systems
and can include the study of systemic qualities
such as wholeness, interdependence, hierarchy,
boundaries, calibration, and equifinality (Stamp,
2004). Each of the elements of systems theory is

particularly relevant in explaining how and why

—

Boundaries

Figure 13.4 Elements of family systems.
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family members relate to one another (See Fig-
ure 13.4).

WhovLENEss. Wholeness implies that a family
creates its own personality or culture, and that
this personality is unique from that of each family
member. Many studies that have applied systems
theory recognize that in order to understand the
dynamics of families, the role of individual family
members must be considered as well.

INTERDEPENDENCE. Interdependence propos-
es that the family system comprises interrelat-
ed parts, or members. A change experienced by
one family member is likely to result in changes
that impact all other family members. Suppose
a child catches the flu and cannot attend school
for several days. If both parents work outside the
home, one will have to make adjustments to his
or her work schedule to stay at home with the
child. To protect other family members from
being exposed to the illness, family routines
such as sharing dinner or watching television
together may be altered.

HierARCHY. All systems have levels, or a hierar-
chy, present. Typically, parents take on the pow-
erful roles in the family and are responsible for
seeing that children’s needs are fulfilled and that
discipline and control are maintained in the sys-
tem. It is important to note that power is often
linked to respect among family members. We
may differ in how we perceive power structures
in the family. A 2008 study surveyed 133 Afri-
can American, European American, and Latina
girls and their mothers to explore how culture
influences the display of respect for power in
families. Results indicated that:

*  European American girls showed the low-
est levels of respect for their mothers com-

v
)

pared with the other two groups.

*  Insituations where conflict was present, Af-
rican American and Latina mothers indicat-
ed that arguments were more intense than

reported by European American mothers
(Dixon, Graber, & Brooks-Gunn, 2008).

Parents often assume primary responsibility for childcare and discipline in the family.

BouUNDARIES. Families create boundaries that
facilitate communication with members who
are considered to be part of the system. These
boundaries are often flexible as the family ex-
pands to include friends and pets. Ambiguous
boundaries often create confusion about who
family members perceive as being part of the
system. Some families may view close friends as
part of their family even in the absence of bio-
logical or legal connections. In these situations,
even though the bonds are not biological, indi-
viduals may view one another as an important

part of the family.

CALBRATION. The system element of calibra-
tion is the mechanism that allows the family to
review communication in their relationships and
decide if any adjustments need to be made to the
system. For example, reality shows that feature
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families interacting with one another may pro-
vide examples of effective (or ineffective) fami-
ly interactions that we can use as a reference or
basis for comparison. Feedback communicated
through messages received from others can also
be taken into consideration. While waiting in
line at the grocery store, a mother might receive
a compliment about her well-behaved children.
This provides her with feedback to gauge her

performance as a parent.

EquiriNaLITY. The final system element, equi-
finality, refers to a family’s abilities to achieve
the same goal by following different paths or
using different communication behaviors. For
example, one family may teach the children
independence by communicating the expecta-
tion that the children are responsible for get-
ting themselves up and getting ready for school
in the morning. In another family, the mother
might enter the bedroom and gently sing “Good
Morning” to the children, lay out their school
clothes, and have breakfast ready for them.
Both families accomplish the same goal: work-
ing through the morning routine of getting to
school on time. However, each family has a dif-
terent method for accomplishing the goal.

Family Communication Patterns Theory

Perhaps one of the most complicated phenom-
ena to factor into the family communication
equation is the role that intrapersonal communi-
cation plays in the process. Family communica-
tion patterns theory is a comprehensive theory
that focuses on the cognitive processes used to
shape and guide our interpersonal interactions.
Originally developed by McLeod and Chat-
fee (1972, 1973) as a way for explaining family
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members’ interactions associated with television
viewing, the goal of the theory was to explain
how parents help children to understand mes-
sages received from multiple sources through
mediated channels. But consider for a moment
all of the different messages received from out-
side the family that are processed on a daily ba-
sis. Ritchie and Fitzpatrick (1990) expanded the
focus of this theory beyond mediated messages
to focus on how a variety of messages are pro-
cessed and discussed within the family to create
shared meaning. This revised theory identified
two primary orientations used by families: con-
versation and conformity

Conversation orientation refers to the lev-
el of openness and the frequency with which
a variety of topics are discussed. Families who
adopt a high conversation orientation encourage
members to openly and frequently share their
thoughts and feelings with one another on a
wide variety of topics. It is rare that a topic is
“off limits” for discussion in families who have
a high conversation orientation. On the other
hand, families with a low conversation orien-
tation experience less frequent or less open in-
teractions, and sometimes there are limits with
regard to what topics can be discussed.

The second dimension of the communication
pattern analysis focuses on the family’s conformi-
ty orientation. Conformity orientation refers to
the degree to which a family encourages auton-
omy in individual beliefs, values, and attitudes.
Families who emphasize a high level of confor-
mity in interactions encourage family members
to adopt similar ways of thinking about topics,
often with the goal of avoiding conflict and pro-
moting harmony in the family. At the other end
of the conformity continuum, family members
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are encouraged to form independent beliefs and
attitudes, and these differing opinions are often
perceived as having equal value in discussions and
decision making.

To explain the interrelationship between conver-
sation orientation and conformity orientation,
Koerner and Fitzpatrick identified four different
family types (2002). These include pluralistic,
consensual, laissez-faire, and protective families.
See Figure 13.5 for an integration of the family
types into the two family orientations.

Parents who encourage their children to form
relationships outside the home and couples who
believe that each partner should pursue his or
her own network of friends typically do so in an

effort to broaden the perspectives of individuals
within the family. Complete the Family Com-
munication Patterns scale located at the end of
this chapter to find out what you perceive your
family orientation to be.

PruraLISTIC. Pluralistic families adopt a high
conversation orientation and a low conformity
orientation. Almost anything goes in this fam-
ily! A wide range of topics are discussed, and
family members are encouraged to have their
own opinions without feeling the pressure to
agree with one another. Children in pluralistic
families are often encouraged to participate in
decision-making on topics ranging from where
the family should go for vacation to the estab-
lishment of family rules.

CONSENSUAL
« High Conversation
« High Conformity

PLURALISTIC
« High Conversation
« Low Conformity

© Kendall Hunt Publishing Co.

Figure 13.5 Family types as identified by family communication

patterns theory.
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ConseNsUAL. Consensual families adopt both
a high conversation and a high conformity ori-
entation. These families often encourage mem-
bers to be open in their interactions with one
another, but they expect that family members
will adopt similar opinions and values. Parents
in consensual families promote open conversa-
tions, but they still believe that they are the au-
thority when it comes to decisions in the family.

LA1ssEz-FAIRE. Laissez-faire families adopt
both a low conversation and low conformity ori-
entation. Rarely will family members talk with
one another, and when conversations do occur,
they are focused on a limited number of topics.
Children are encouraged to make their own deci-
sions, often with little or no guidance or feedback
from their parents, in the laissez-faire family.

PROTECTIVE. Protective families score low on
conversation orientation and high on confor-
mity. The phrase “Children should be seen but
not heard” is characteristic of this family type.
Parents are considered to be the authority, and
children are expected to obey the family rules
without questioning them.

Identifying and understanding the approaches
used to communicate and to promote autonomy
and independence is beneficial to understanding
how these interactions shape both individual
and family identities.

Symbolic Interaction Theory

Symbolic interactionism is perhaps one of the
most widely applied theories in the study of family
life. In Chapter 2 we discussed the role that mes-
sages play in assigning meaning to our experiences,
and in how we perceive others and ourselves.
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RESEARGH IN REAL LIFE:
Family communication patterns and students’

decisions to “friend” parents on Facebook

How likely would you be to “friend” your parent on Facebook?

If you do provide them with access to your posts, would you

change your privacy settings to limit what they could access

or what others could post to your page? A 2013 study (Ball,

Wanzer, & Servoss) asked 189 college students to report on

their Facebook use and evaluate their familys communication

patterns. Results found the following:

* Rtotal of 130 students (82 percent) reported that they
were Facebook friends with their parents.

«  Females were 2.3 times more likely to friend their parents
than males.

« Participants who perceive their families as having a higher
conversation orientation were more likely to accept friend
requests from their parents.

* (nly 25 percent of the students who are Facebook friends
with their parents adjusted their privacy settings to limit
access to profile information.

Mead’s (1934) five concepts of symbolic inter-
actionism (mind, self, I, me, and roles) are par-
ticularly useful in understanding the impact that
family interactions have on shaping your identity.
In his discussion of the concept of “mind,” Mead
explains the role that symbols play in creating
shared meaning. Children interact with family
members and learn language and social meanings
associated with words. Similarly, Mead points
out that our sense of “self” is developed through
interactions with others. Families are influential
in shaping this view of self through the messag-
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es and their reactions to one another.
Members gain a sense of how they are
viewed by others from messages that are
exchanged. Statements such as “You're
such a good husband!” or “He’s such a
rotten kid” shape how individuals see
themselves.

It is important to note that individual
differences, such as personality traits or
communication predispositions, may
cause family members to view the same
situation in very different ways. Con-
sider the following scenario:

Families are influential in shaping this view of self through the

messages and their reactions to one another.

Kaija was quiet as Jay drove up the
driveway. Jay smiled at her and said,
“Trust me, they’ll love you!” Kai-
ja was meeting Jay’s family for the
first time since he had proposed.
As they entered the front door, she
was bombarded with hugs and kisses
from various aunts, uncles, grandpar-
ents, and cousins. During dinner the
talking never stopped! Kaija felt so
left out—and nobody even seemed
to care enough to ask her questions
about herself. At one point, she
slipped out to the back patio just to
have a few moments of peace and
quiet. As they drove back to campus,
Jay commented, “Wasn't it a great
evening! Everyone thought you were
awesome!” Kaija couldn’t believe
what she had just heard. How could
Jay have come to the conclusion that
his family liked her? After all, they
didn’t take the time to find out any-
thing about her. And the hugs and

kisses were so intimidating. Kai-
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ja’s family would have never shown
such open displays of affection the
first time they met Jay. She was con-
fused—how could Jay have thought
the evening went so great when she
thought it had been horrible?

Who was correct in his or her assessment of
the evening’s events? Symbolic interactionism
would indicate that both Jay and Kaija formed
accurate perceptions. Each of them had formed
his or her own meaning of the event based on
their individual interpretations of the messages
and behaviors. We learn in the scenario that Kai-
ja’s family would not have displayed affection so
openly, while Jay’s family background shaped his
acceptance of effusive greetings. Our experienc-
es in our family of origin shape the meanings we
see in events, messages, and behaviors. The fact
that Jay’s family did not ask Kaija about herself
caused her to perceive them as being uninterest-
ed. But suppose Jay had shared with his family
that Kaija was an only child and tended to be shy
around large groups. He may have asked them
to refrain from bombarding her with questions
that might cause her to feel uncomfortable. To
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better understand how symbolic interactionism
applies to this scenario, it might be useful to ex-
amine the three underlying assumptions of the
theory (LaRossa & Reitzes, 1993).

First, our interactions with family members
influence the meanings we assign to behaviors and
messages. Children determine if they should eval-
uate experiences as being positive or negative
by watching the reactions of family members
to various events and messages. A child whose
parents avoid conflict may believe that conflict is
a negative behavior that should be avoided at all
costs. Coming from a family that shows caring
through conversation, Kaija assigned a negative
meaning to Jay’s family’s failure to ask her ques-
tions about herself.

Next, individuals create a sense of self, which serves
as a guide for selecting future behaviors. We assess
situations and take into consideration whether
others will perceive behaviors and messages in a
positive or negative way. This assumption goes
beyond our own evaluation of events to include
the perceptions of others. A child whose father
has told him “You're a rotten kid” and “You'll nev-
er amount to anything” has learned to misbehave.
As the negative messages are repeated, he comes
to believe that others expect him to misbehave.

Finally, symbolic interactionism posits that the
behavior of family members is influenced by cul-
ture and society. Perhaps this assumption sheds
light on the reasons families are reluctant to ad-
mit that they experience conflict from time to
time. Based on media portrayals of family life
and from listening to the happy stories of oth-
er families, an expectation has been established
that “normal” families do not fight.
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GREATING A FAMILY IDENTITY

While Chapter 2 focused on how individu-

als form their own identities, the family as a
unit also creates a collective identity. Communi-
cation is the primary mechanism for creating this
tamily identity, with various messages and behav-
iors providing insight as to how the family views
itself as a group. Four ways that families create
and sustain an identity as a unit are through sto-
ries, myths, themes, and metaphors (see Figure
13.6). As we discuss each of these elements, re-
flect on your own family of origin and how these
communicative acts shaped your sense of what it
means to be a part of your family.

Family Stories

Family stories are narratives recounting signifi-
cant events that have been shared by members.
In essence, family life is composed of a series of
stories. Because they are about shared experienc-
es, these stories are often personal and emotional;
they may evoke positive or negative feelings in
family members. Individuals often use these sto-
ries to shape their own sense of identity. One of
the authors of this textbook had a difficult time
gaining confidence in her driving ability. Do you
think it might be due in part to the fact that her
tamily members enjoyed telling and retelling the
story of how she was responsible for wrecking the
family car when she was four years old?

Three types of family stories that have been stud-
ied by family scholars in an attempt to explain
how families define their experiences are birth
stories, courtship stories, and stories of survival.
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*  Birth stories describe how each person en-
tered the family and can define how mem-
bers “fit” into the system. One woman shared
a story of enduring a 42-hour labor prior to
the birth of her son. She stated, “I guess I
should have known then that he would al-
ways be challenging me because he gave me
such a difficult time from the beginning!”

*  Courtship stories provide a timeline for
tracing romance in the family. They are
often used to describe how parents and
grandparents met and how they decided
that they were right for one another. When
asked how he met his wife, a grandfather
explained that she was working in the fields
on her family farm and that it was love at
first sight. He joked, “I knew she was a hard
worker, so I asked her to marry me!” He
then went on to explain that he knew she
was devoted to helping her family and that
she would be dedicated to her own family.

*  Stories of survival are narratives used to ex-
plain how family members have overcome
difficult times. They are often told to help
family members cope with challenges. Three
sisters who, at a young age, were physically
abused by their father, discussed how they
shared their stories with one another to as-
sist in coping with their similar experiences.
The sisters viewed the stories as therapeutic;
they reinforced the notion that if they could
survive the abuse of their father, they were
strong enough to face any situation.

Family Myths

Family myths are created to communicate the
beliefs, values, and attitudes held by members
to represent characteristics that are considered
important to the family. These myths are often
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fictional as they are based on an ideal image the
family wishes to convey to others. Consider the
following example:

“I couldnt believe what I was hear-
ing! At my grandfather’s funeral, my
dad’s family members were all talking
about what a great man my grandfa-
ther was and how much they would
miss him. My grandmother sobbed as
she whispered, ‘He was such a loving
and caring man. I don’t know what
I'll do without him.” After the service,
I asked my father why they were all
referring to my grandfather that way.
For years I had heard stories of the
physical abuse that had taken place in
the family during my dad’s childhood,
and I had heard my grandfather yell
at my grandmother on numerous oc-
casions. My dad responded, ‘It’s just
easier on your grandmother if we all
remember him in a positive way.”

In this scenario, the family creates a myth that
portrays the grandfather as a loving, caring man.
Doing so enables them to protect the grand-
mother and to perpetuate the belief that he was
a good father and husband. In the movie, Do-
ing Time on Maple Drive, a family goes to great
lengths to portray the image of the “perfect fam-
ily” to their friends and neighbors. At one point,
the son reveals to his parents that he attempted
to commit suicide because he would rather be
dead than admit to them that he is gay. This
scene illustrates the power of family myths and
the tremendous amount of pressure placed on
family members to live up to the expectations
communicated in these myths.
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Family Metaphors

Sometimes families create family metaphors
to assist in communicating how family life as a
system is experienced by members. These meta-
phors make reference to specific objects, events,
or images to represent the family experience and
a collective identity. The metaphor of a “three-ring
circus” may be used to describe the chaos and dis-
organization that exists within one family, while
the “well-oiled machine” can depict the empha-
sis on control and organization that is the norm
for another family. Metaphors can provide those
within the family and outside of the family with an
understanding of what behaviors are valued as well
as how family members are expected to behave. A
person from a “well-oiled machine” family can use
the metaphor to understand the expectations asso-
ciated with being a member of the family.

Family Themes

Family themes represent important concerns re-
garding the expected relationship between family
members and can assist family members in un-
derstanding how to direct their energy as a family
unit. These themes often emerge from two pri-
mary sources—the background or experience of
the parents, and the dialectical pulls experienced
by the family. Suppose Joe and Marnie are having
a difficult time managing the tensions of auton-
omy and connection as their children grow older,
begin dating, and spend more time with friends
than with family members. In an attempt to
communicate their concern for the growing in-
dependence of family members, they remind the
children that “Blood is thicker than water” and
“Friends may come and go, but family is forever.”
These themes are intended to remind the chil-
dren that, while they may form many relation-
ships outside the unit, the strongest ties should
be reserved for those in their family.
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Ll Metaphors l

" Family K
N tity I -

Figure 13.6 Communication strategies used to
shape and sustain family identity.

GONSEQUENGES OF FAMILY
RELATIONSHIPS

Throughout this text, various communication
variables have been identified as being both
beneficial and harmful to our interpersonal rela-
tionships. Because families play such a vital role
in the development of our self-identity, under-
standing how specific communication behaviors
can enhance and damage our relationships and
our sense of self is important.

Offering encouragement fosters the development of intimac in family relationships.
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Understanding and supportive communi-
cation are related to family satisfaction.
If we perceive family members as being
there for us, we are more willing to

xert energy toward developing a more
intimate relationship.

Families can serve as the primary source of un-
derstanding and support for individuals. As we
grow older, we receive messages that let us know
that we are cared for and accepted. These per-
ceptions are often shaped by the types of verbal
and nonverbal cues we receive from others and
are often linked to the formation of our sense of
self. Three types of messages are often used to
indicate whether family members view us in the
same way we see ourselves:

*  Confirming communication occurs when
we treat and communicate with family
members in a way that is consistent with
how they see themselves. A child who per-
ceives himself to be independent is con-
firmed when a parent gives him respon-
sibility and allows him to make his own
decisions.

*  Rejection occurs when family members
treat others in a manner that is inconsis-
tent with how they see themselves. Can
you recall a time when you felt like you
were “grown up” but your parents treated
you as though you were still a child?

*Disconfirming communication occurs
when family members fail to offer any type
of response. We often get caught up in our
busy schedules and fail to communicate
with family members. Even though our
response is neither positive nor negative, it
can cause others to feel dissatisfied with the
relationship.

Understanding and supportive communica-
tion are related to family satisfaction. If we
perceive family members as being there for
us, we are more willing to exert energy toward
developing a more intimate relationship.

DIFFIGULT GOMMUNIGATION

It is important to note that families are not

immune to difficult communication. Just
as romantic partners and friends experience highs
and lows in relationships, so do families. Because
families evolve as members grow and encounter
new life experiences, additional communication
challenges emerge. The key to managing these
issues effectively and maintaining a positive re-
lationship is to understand the role of communi-
cation in guiding us through the muddy waters.

Family Stress

Reuben Hill developed the ABCX model to
study the stress experienced by families during
war (1958). Each component of this model pro-
vides a glimpse into how different families cope
with stress.

. “A” represents the stressor event and re-

sulting hardship.
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* “B” refers to the resources a family has
available to manage the stress.

*  Given that different families define stress
in unique ways, “C” is used to explain how
the family defines the stress.

*  Depending on how a family defines “A,”
“B,” and “C,” the perception of an event as
a crisis is represented by “X.”

The model is useful for understanding how and
why families label situations as stressful and
cope with stressors. Consider the stress expe-
rienced by a military family when a mother is
deployed and won’t be home for months.

The mother has a young child who is left behind
while she is stationed in Iraq. Her three-year-
old son is confused and upset that his mother is
away. His grandmother does her best to comfort
him when he mistakes another woman for his
mother and runs to her. His grandmother tries
to explain that mommy is still far away, flying
helicopters, soothing him until he falls asleep.
Once he is tucked in bed, she must try to calm
her own fears for her daughter’s safety, knowing
that she is in a hostile land. This is the life of a
soldier’s family.

“A” represents the stressor event of a young mother
stationed with the U.S. military in Iraq. In this sto-
ry, extended family members serve as resources to
assist with the care of a three-year-old child in the
absence of his mother, representing the “B” in the
model. The confusion experienced by the grand-
mother as she tries to help her grandson cope with
the separation causes her to define the stressor as
emotionally draining (C). While the family knows
that the daughter will return home eventually, they
also understand that she chose to serve her country
and realize the danger associated with this respon-
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sibility. This may keep the family from evaluating
the stress as a crisis (X). Take a look at Figure 13.7
to review each step of the ABCX model.

Stressor events can take many forms; Boss
(1988) developed a typology of stressors that
families face. Table 13.1 lists these various types
of stressors.

Table 13.1 Types of Stressors

Internal External

* (riginate with a family member | < Originate outside the family
Normative Non-normative

+ Expected; part of family life cycle | < Unexpected

Voluntary Involuntary

+ Stress that is sought out + Fvents that simply occur
Ghronic Reute

* long-term + Short-term

Internal stressors are those that evolve from
a family member. Examples might include a
daughter’s upcoming wedding or a teen who has
tried to run away from home. External stress-
ors, on the other hand, are often the result of
an event that occurs outside the family, such as
a hurricane destroying a family’s home or even
just an increase in the price of gasoline.

Normative stressors are those that are expect-
ed to occur at some point during the course of
the family life cycle. The birth of a child or the
death of an elderly parent are events that fami-
lies anticipate dealing with at some point in time.
Non-normative stressors are unpredictable and
often catch families “off guard.” While most
people think that winning the lottery would be
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A - Event producing the stress

B - Resources a family has available

C - Meaning family assigns to the stress

X - Perception of ability to manage stress
(crisis or manageable)

Figure 13.7 The ABCX model of family stress.

a great stressor to experience, families do not typ-
ically anticipate having difficulty dealing with the
new challenges posed by their good fortune.

Some families make decisions that bring about
voluntary stressors, or those events that family
members seek out on their own accord. Examples
of these types of stressors may include changing
careers and moving to a new city or deciding to
run for political office. Involuntary stressors are
events that simply occur—a family member who
is unexpectedly injured in a car accident or the
announcement of an unplanned teen pregnancy.
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Illnesses such as cancer or alcohol-
ism are examples of chronic stressor
events that require families to cope
with the situation for an extended
period of time. Acute stressors are
relatively short-lived and include
events such as a student getting sus-
pended for misbehaving or losing
the only set of keys to the family car.

SUMMARY

While we form countless

interpersonal  relationships

throughout our lifetime, the
relationships and interactions with
family members are perhaps the
most influential. Beginning at a
young age, messages received from
family members shape our identi-
ty and influence our own choice of
communication behaviors. In addi-
tion to the individual identities that
are shaped by these interactions,
the family itself begins to create an

identity that is shared by members.

Throughout this chapter we have discussed the
importance of interpersonal communication
throughout the family life cycle. Various inter-
personal theories can be applied to the study of
family communication to illustrate the dynam-
ic nature of these relationships. While we often
assume that “family is forever,” it is important
to recognize that just as other types of inter-
personal relationships experience a “dark side,”
family relationships can experience challeng-
ing communication as well. By exploring the
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RESEARGH IN RERL LIFE:

Stress and deciding how to reveal family secrets

Identifying the right time and way to reveal a secret that has long been kept from family members can be stressful. In a 2009 study by Afif
and Steuber, 629 members from 171 different families were asked to describe a secret they were keeping from a family member and describe
how they would reveal the secret if they were to share it. Six specific Strategies for revealing secrets were identified in the study;

«  Directness: tell the person face-to-face; reveal the secret if asked about it

*  Indirect mediums: share the secret via email, letter, or text

«  Third-party revelation: share the secret with someone else and let them reveal it

*  Incremental disclosure: reveal small parts of the secret or share a similar secret from someone else to gauge reactions

«  Preparation and rehearsal: plan a script or practice telling the secret to others

«  Entrapment: leave clues or evidence about the secret and allow them to draw conclusions

role that interpersonal communication plays in  when interacting with each other and when in-
families, we are better able to understand our teracting with people from outside the family
own family’s communication tendencies, both  group.

DISGUSSION QUESTIONS 0

1. How would you define “family”? Who would you include in your family? Explain why
these individuals are included. What individual differences affect how you define this
term (e.g., sex, culture, age, your family of origin, relationship experiences) and who you
include in your family?

2. Identify a family from one of your favorite television shows. Use systems theory to an-
alyze the characters’ communication patterns and relationships with one another (e.g.,
interdependence, wholeness, etc). Would you describe the family members’ communi-
cation and relationships as healthy or unhealthy? Defend your response to this question
and be sure to use specific examples to support your arguments.

3. Identify what you think are the “Top 5” issues facing families today. If you were to offer
advice to families for communicating about these issues, what would you tell them?
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SELF ASSESSMENT

Revised Family Communication Patterns Instrument

Respond to the following statements as they apply to your communication with your parents while

you were growing up. Place a number on the line that best describes your agreement with the state-

ments below, using the following scale:

5 = Strongly Agree, 4 = Agree, 3 = Neither Agree nor Disagree, 2 = Disagree, 1 = Strongly Disagree

‘naz 3

™.

10

11

12

13

. My parents often said things like, “You’ll know better when you grow up.”

. My parents often asked my opinion when the family was talking about something.

. My parents often said things like, “My ideas are right and you should not question them.”
. My parents encouraged me to challenge their ideas and beliefs.

. My parents often said things like, “A child should not argue with adults.”

. T'usually told my parents what I was thinking about things.

. My parents often said things like, “There are some things that are just not to be talked
about.”

. I can tell my parents almost anything.

. When anything really important was involved, my parents expected me to obey without
question.

. In our family we often talk about our feelings and emotions.
. In our home, my parents usually had the last word.
. My parents and I often had long, relaxed conversation about nothing in particular.

. My parents felt that it was important to be the boss.

14. I really enjoyed talking with my parents, even when we disagreed.

15

. My parents sometimes became irritated with my views if they were different from theirs.

INTERPERSONAL COMMUNIGRTION: Building Rewarding Relationships
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16
17,
_18.
_19.
20
_21.
22
23

24,

25.

26.
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My parents often say something like “you should always look at both sides of an issue.”
If my parents don’t approve of it, they don’t want to know about it.

My parents like to hear my opinions, even when they don’t agree with me.

When I am at home, I am expected to obey my parents’ rules.

My parents encourage me to express my feelings.

My parents tended to be very open about their emotions.

We often talk as a family about things we have done during the day.

In our family we often talk about our plans and hopes for the future.

In our family we talk about topics like politics and religion where some persons dis
agree with others.

My parents often say something like “Every member of the family should have some
say in family decisions.”

My parents often say something like “You should give in on arguments rather than

risk making people mad.”

SCORING DIRECTIONS:

Items 1,3,5,7,9,11,13,15,17,19, 26 represent the Conformity items. Add these items and divide

by 11 to determine your Conformity score.

Items 2, 4, 6, 8,10, 12,14, 16, 18, 20, 21, 22, 23, 24, 25 represent the Conversation items. Add these

items and divide by 15 to determine your Conversation score.

Scoring—Your scores will range from 1-5 and the higher score is more likely to be the perceived

communication pattern in your family.

Source: ).“Revised Family Communication Pattern Instrument” by L. D. Ritchie from Roloff, M. E. (1990). Family communication patterns: Measuring interpersonal perceptions of
interpersonal relationships. Communication Research, 17(4), 523-544. Reprinted by permission of Sage Publications Inc.
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KEY TERMS

ABCX MODEL: includes various el-
ements to examine the stress

&

experienced by families and the various
ways in which they cope with stress.

ACUTE STRESSOR: relatively short-lived or tem-
porary stress-producing events encoun-
tered by families.

AMBIGUOUS BOUNDARIES: vague or indistin-
guishable boundaries that may create con-
fusion about who family members perceive
as being part of the family system.

BIRTH STORIES: one type of family stories that de-
scribes how a person entered the family and
defines how members “fit” into the system.

BOOMERANG CHILDREN: young adults who return
home to live with their parents after living
on their own for a period of time.

BOUNDARIES: created by families to indicate who
is considered part of the family system. May
be flexible to include the addition of new
tamily members, friends, or even pets.

CALIBRATION: a component of family systems
theory that allows the family to review the
communication in their relationships and
decide if any adjustments need to be made
to the system.

CHRONIC STRESSOR: events that require families
to cope with a stressful situation for an ex-
tended period of time.

CONFIRMATION: relational maintenance strat-
egy in which messages are designed to
communicate the importance or value of a
family member in one’s life.

CONFIRMING COMMUNICATION: messages that
indicate that we see family members in a
way that is consistent with how they see
themselves.

CONFORMITY ORIENTATION: focuses on the degree
to which a family encourages autonomy in
individual beliefs, values, and attitudes.

CONSENSUAL FAMILIES: promote open conversations
while still maintaining control and authority
when it comes to decisions in the family.

CONTENT EXPECTATIONS: focus on how the rela-
tionship is defined by the role each partner
plays in the family.

CONVERSATION ORIENTATION: refers to the level
of openness and the frequency with which
a variety of topics are discussed.

COURTSHIP STORIES: one type of family stories
that provides a timeline for tracing romance
in the family. Often used to describe how
parents and grandparents met and how they
decided that they were compatible.

DEIDENTIFICATION: an individual’s attempt to
create a distinct identity that is separate
from that of their siblings.

DISCONFIRMING COMMUNICATION: occurs when
family members fail to acknowledge or
offer any type of feedback or response to
another family member.

EscaPe: relational maintenance strategy in which
family members turn to one another to di-
vert one’s focus during difficult situations.

EQUIFINALITY: a component of family systems
theory that refers to a family’s ability to
achieve the same goal by following differ-
ent paths or employing different commu-
nication behaviors.

EXTERNAL STRESSOR: the result of an event that
occurs outside the family.

FAMILY COMMUNICATION PATTERNS THEORY: fo-
cuses on how messages are processed and
discussed within the family to create shared
meaning. Includes the two primary orienta-
tions of conversation and conformity.
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FamiLY EVENTS: relational maintenance strate-
gy in which family members participate
in events together as a means of sustaining
their relationship.

FamiLy METAPHORS: references to specific ob-
jects, events, or images to represent the
tamily experience and a collective identity.

Famiry MYTHS: created to communicate the be-
liefs, values, and attitudes held by members
to represent characteristics that are consid-
ered important to the family; are often fic-
tional as they are based on an ideal image
the family wishes to convey to others.

FAMILY STORIES: narratives recounting significant
events that have been shared by members.

FAMILY SYSTEMS THEORY: proposes that family
relationships can be treated as systems and
includes the study of six elements to ex-
plain how and why family members relate
to one another.

FamiLy THEMES: represent important concerns
regarding the expected relationship be-
tween family members and can assist fam-
ily members in understanding how to di-
rect their energy as a family unit.

HierARCHY: perceived levels of power or control
associated with roles in the family.

HUMOR: relational maintenance strategy in
which family members incorporate amuse-
ment or joy to sustain the relationship.

INDEPENDENT COUPLE: describes a couple that
simultaneously respects the need for auton-
omy and engages in a high level of commu-
nication and sharing with one another.

INTERDEPENDENCE: proposes that the family sys-
tem is composed of interrelated parts, or
members, and a change experienced by one
family member is likely to result in changes
that impact all other family members.

chapter 13 Family Communication: Its All Relative

INTERNAL STRESSOR: family stressors that result
from within the family.

INVOLUNTARY STRESSOR: stress-producing events
that unexpectedly occur within a family.

LAISSEZ-FAIRE FAMILIES: adopt both a low con-
versation and low conformity orientation.
Family members rarely talk with one an-
other, and when conversations occur they
focus on a limited number of topics.

LAUNCHING STAGE: the period when children be-
gin the separation process from their parents.

NON-NORMATIVE STRESSOR: unpredictable and
often catches families “off guard.”

NORMATIVE STRESSOR: stress-producing events
that are expected to occur at some point
during the course of the family life cycle.

PLURALISTIC FAMILIES: adopt a high conver-
sation orientation and a low conformity
orientation. Children are encouraged to
participate in decision-making.

PROTECTIVE FAMILIES: adopt a low conversation
orientation and a high conformity orienta-
tion. Parents are considered to be the au-
thority, and children are expected to obey
the family rules without questioning them.

REJECTION: occurs when family members treat
others in a manner that is inconsistent
with how they see themselves.

RELATIONAL EXPECTATIONS: refer to the similar-
ity, or correspondence, of the emotional, or
affective, expectations each partner has for
defining the relationship.

SEPARATE COUPLES: tend to emphasize each in-
dividual’s identity and independence over
maintaining the relationship.

SOCIAL SUPPORT: relational maintenance strat-
egy in which family members provide
comfort for one another via verbal and/or
nonverbal messages.
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STORIES OF SURVIVAL: narratives used to explain
how family members have overcome diffi-
cult times; often, they are told to help fam-
ily members cope with challenges they face.

SYMBOLIC INTERACTIONISM: proposes that one’s
sense of self is developed through interac-
tions with others; families are influential in
shaping this view of self through the mes-
sages and reactions to one another.

TRADITIONAL COUPLES: couples who exhibit a
high level of interdependence and sharing
in their relationships with one another.

VERBAL AGGRESSION: relational maintenance
strategy in which family members vent or
express their frustrations with one another.

VOLUNTARY STRESSOR: those events that family
members seek out (such as changing ca-
reers or moving to a new home) that result
in stress.

WHOLENESS: implies that a family creates its
own personality or culture, and that this
personality is unique from that of each
family member.
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