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STRENGTHS IN FAMILIES: �ACCENTUATING THE POSITIVE


by Ben Schlesinger, Ph.D., F.R.S.C.�Professor Emeritus, Faculty of Social Work, University of Toronto�(1998)


The past is prologue


Contemporary Family Trends  is a series of occasional papers authored by leading Canadian experts in the field of family studies. This paper has been commissioned by The Vanier Institute of the Family as a contribution to discussion and as a source for the development of The Vanier Institute of the Family's perspective on family strengths.


The first Canadian Conference on the Family, held in Ottawa on June 7-10, 1964, was planned and organized to allow Canadians to focus attention on family life in contemporary society; its role and meaning, the conditions under which it exists, its strengths and weaknesses, its problems, and its probable future. 


The idea of the Canadian Conference on the Family was initiated by the Governor General and Madame Vanier, both of whom had a deep interest in all aspects of family life and a strong desire to encourage practical efforts to strengthen this central institution. In addition to being sponsors of the Conference, they actively supported and participated in its planning and in the Conference itself. (Morrison, 1965)


From this effort, the Vanier Institute of the Family (VIF) was established in 1965. The conference asked Frederick Elkin (1964) to produce The Family in Canada, a pioneering effort in examining the knowledge and gaps in knowledge about Canadian Families. Elkin (1964:7) points out in his first comments


And, no doubt, as family forms and tasks have changed in the past, so will they continue to change in the future. In reporting on the family today, we necessarily, in some respects, give a fleeting picture.


The family is not an isolated unit; it exists and functions in the context of a society which in recent generations, with industrialization and urbanization, has been undergoing radical readjustments. And as any one segment of the society changes, so too do the others, including the family. No institution – school, church, corporation, government, or the family – has remained untouched by these changes.


In 1998, thirty-four years later we can still support this statement.


Prologue:


The family is alive and well in the twentieth century despite widely published reports that it is an outdated social institution. Social critics bemoan the disintegration of the family, and use as evidence the high divorce rate, juvenile delinquency, wife and child abuse and the isolated elderly. This gloomy outlook is not what most families in Canada are in touch with. Most families cope well most of the time even though they are aware that life doesn’t proceed smoothly all of the time. (Guldner, 1983;44) Claude Guldner (1983) points out that to understand how families function, we must explore the areas of family organization, family ideology and family structure. In many ways all families are alike in that they all have organization, ideology or belief systems, and structure. However, the way in which each family handles each of these is what makes every family unique in the world. Families do not live in isolation. They interface with other significant systems in our society. Eight of these have primary impact upon families and in turn families impact them. These are:


the extended family; 


friends; 


the work context; 


the educational context; 


the value setting context such as church or synagogue; 


recreation and leisure, and; 


the community and the government.


We cannot really understand the family apart from the context in which it interacts day in and day out. (Guldner; 1983;45)


Carlfred Broderick (1983:24) states that the family is the toughest evolutionary human structure. It will out last every other organization. The evidence is clear that it bears more of the burden of individual human survival and also of the transmission of civilization and culture than any other social structure. He continues his discussion by pointing out that the family is easy to take for granted, and one forgets that the family is the standard unit of material functioning and survival. It is the basic unit of residence and of economic support. Food, clothing, shelter, and personal services are centred in the family, including the overwhelming responsibility for nearly all dependent members of the society: i.e. children, elderly, handicapped, ill and idle. Beyond these direct services they also are primary instructors in basic skills (rules of social interaction and communication, personal hygiene, responsibility etc.), and are a crucial support system ensuring the success of secondary institutions such as schools.


He completes his discussion of the family with the following statement, (Broderick, 1983:25):


Perhaps nothing demonstrates the evolutionary toughness of the family more vividly than its record of survival in settings where it was a social policy to destroy it (Russia in the 1920’s and 30’s). It has survived the most catastrophic and destructive wars. Indeed governments rise and fall but the basic family structure continues from generation to generation.


Families Defined


The Vanier Institute of the Family (1994:10) defines family in the following way:


"Family is defined as any combination of two or more persons who are bound together over time by ties of mutual consent, birth and/or adoption/placement and who, together, assume responsibilities for variant combinations of some of the following:


physical maintenance and care of group members; 


addition of new members through procreation or adoption; 


socialization of children; 


social control of children; 


production, consumption and distribution of goods and services; and 


affective nurturance – love."


The Basic Functions of Families


As the VIF definition indicates, families perform vital functions for society and for their members. Society as we know it would be simply unimaginable without them. Researcher Shirley Zimmerman (1988; 75-76) has listed six basic functions of families that demonstrate how important and far-reaching these functions are:


Physical maintenance and care of family members. Within healthy families, children, adults and seniors all receive the care and support they need: food, shelter, clothing, protection and so on. Where families are not available or are unable to provide these services, family members suffer and substitutes, usually inadequate ones, must be found.


Addition of new members through procreation or adoption and their relinquishment when mature. Society renews itself through families. For this function, there is, literally, no substitute.


Socialization of children for adult roles. Families prepare their children for life. Most do a fairly good job of it, teaching skills, values and attitudes that equip them to learn, work, form friendships and contribute to society.


Social control of members…the maintenance of order within the family and groups external to it. Within families, individuals learn positive values and behaviour and receive criticism for negative ones.


Maintenance of family morale and motivation to ensure task performance both within family and in other groups. In this regard, families provide the glue that holds society together and keeps it functioning. Beyond providing mere social control, families, through love and spiritual leadership, inspire their members and others to keep trying.


Production and consumption of goods and services. Families provide for their own by producing goods and services like food, home maintenance and health care. As they strive to fulfil the needs of their members, they play a vital role in the national economy.


Family Variations


In the 1990’s we have different types of families. During the International Year of the Family, the Vanier Institute of the Family (1994) described them as follows:


"Nuclear" families composed of two parents and their one or more biological or adopted children, living together – when the nuclear family was led by a male wage earner, it was the conventional family of the 1950s, although now it is only one of many types of family.


"Extended" families composed of parents, children, aunts, uncles, grandparents and other blood relations living together, or not.


"Blended" or "recombined" or "reconstituted" families composed of parents who have divorced their first spouses, remarried someone else and formed a new family that includes children from one or both first marriages, and/or from the re-marriage.


"Childless" families consisting of a couple.


"Lone-parent" families composed of a parent, most often a mother, with a child or children.


"Cohabiting couples," and "common law marriages" – family arrangements that resemble other forms, but without legalized marriage.


Since 1972, the Vanier Institute of the Family has recognized same-sex couples as families. A search of the family literature in the 1990’s indicates that we also have to add one more group of families.


Gay and Lesbian Parents (Schwarz and Scott, 1997, 245)


Portraits of Families in Canada: 1996


In a recent release Statistics Canada (1997:2) presented some preliminary results of the 1996 Census. Some of the highlights are:


Overall, the total number of families in Canada increased 6.6% to 7.8 million between 1991 and 1996. This was a more moderate pace than the growth rate of 9.2% in the previous five-year period. This slower growth was the result of people waiting longer to either marry or enter a common-law union. In addition, there was a higher proportion of separated, divorced or widowed individuals who were not living as part of a couple at the time of the Census.


The proportion of the population living in families, which had been declining since 1971 when it was 87.1%, remained stable between 1991 and 1995 (81%). Since the 1986 Census, the average family size has remained at 3.1 persons. In 1971, by comparison, it was 3.7 persons.


Between 1991 and 1996, the number of children living in families increased 6.3%. There was almost no increase in children living in families of married couples, in contrast to strong growth among children who lived with common-law couples (+52%) and lone parents (+19%). Almost one in every five children in Canada lived with a lone parent in 1996.


Married-couple families still constituted the large majority of families. Since 1986, the proportion has declined from 80% of all families to 74%, due to substantial increases in both common-law and lone-parent families.


Between 1991 and 1996 the rate of increase in common-law families was about 16 times that for married couple families.


As of the 1996 Census, there were 1.1 million lone-parent families. Since 1991, they have increased at four times the rate of husband-wife families. Lone-parent families headed by women continued to outnumber those headed by men by more than four to one.


Of all family structures, growth was strongest among common-law couple families. In 1996, 920,635 such families were counted, up 28% from 1991. (The Census defines common-law partners as two persons of opposite sex who are not legally married to each other, but live together as husband and wife in the same dwelling.)


In 1996, one couple in seven in Canada was living common-law, compared to about one in nine in 1991. The marital status of individuals in common-law unions remained almost the same between 1991 and 1996; nearly two-thirds of them were single, while over a quarter were divorced.


Almost half of the common-law couple families included children, whether born to the current union or brought to the family from previous unions.


A positive interpretation of this data, is that "couplehood" is the most favoured relationship among Canadians. This has been achieved through common-law families and married-couple families. To add to this "couplehood" theme, Statistics Canada (1996:4) examined the growth of "stepfamilies".


Stepfamilies are a mix of biological and step relationships between parents and children. There are three kinds of stepfamilies: those with only the mother’s children (the most common), those with only the father’s, and "blended" families. In 1995, slightly over 50% of stepfamilies consisted only of children who lived with the biological mother and a stepfather. Stepfamilies which consisted only of children living with the biological father and a stepmother represented 13% of all stepfamilies. Evidently, more mothers than fathers brought their biological children to a new union. More than a third (37%) of all stepfamilies in 1995 (about 161,000) were "blended". That is, they included a mix of children that both parents brought to the family from previous unions, or they were a mix of children from previous unions and the current one. 


Stepfamilies are a growing phenomenon. In 1995, it is estimated that 10% of all families composed of couples with children (about 430,000) were stepfamilies. Of those, slightly over half consisted of couples who were currently married, while the remainder were common-law couples.


The State of the Family in Canada


In 1994, the Angus Reid Group (1994), published a report on the State of the Family in Canada. The survey consisted of 2,051 respondents who were interviewed nation-wide. Some of the findings related to family strengths were: (pp. 3-4)


Three out of four Canadians surveyed (77%) say they had "a very happy childhood." At the same time, nearly three in ten (29%) say there was a lot of conflict in their childhood families.


Most parents (84%) say they are satisfied with the amount of time they spend with their children, and nearly half (45%) say they are very satisfied. Respondents who work half time or less at paid employment are more likely to report being "very satisfied" with the time they spend with their children (49%) compared to those who work more than 40 hours per week (32%).


Six in ten Canadians (60%) perceive the term "family values" as positive and associate it with family unity and heritage (27%), morals and values (26%), and respect and love (26%). A substantial number, however, feel the term is negative (30%), most saying the term is "misleading and meaningless."


Parents say they spend an average of 6.3 hours per week watching television with their children and just one-third that amount of time (2.1 hours) on helping them with homework. Youth in the survey reported that they watch TV on their own for 8.6 hours per week. Nearly nine out of ten families (85%) eat dinner together as a family more than three times per week.


One out of ten Canadian adults (11%) is responsible for caring for a family member other than a spouse or child, most commonly their mothers (34%) or mothers-in-law (22%).


Four in ten parents (40%) say they would quit the labour force to stay home with their children if they could afford it. At the same time, nearly half of parents working full-time (46%), and six in ten parents working part-time (61%) say they have a good balance between their jobs and time with their families. One parent in eight (13%) reports feeling very guilty about work time they spend away from their children. For parents of children under the age of 12, the number rises to nearly one in five (18%).


There is strong support for government-supported elder care (85% overall) and a national childcare program (75%). Four in ten Canadians (40%) support family benefits for same-sex couples.


Youth in the survey had positive emotions about family life, with more than nine out of ten of this group agreeing that their family lives are happy and full of love. Similar numbers predicted that family will be the most important thing in their lives. Four fifths (80%) believe they will marry for life, with only three in ten (30%) believing that it is possible that their marriages will not work and they will get a divorce. Because the youth were selected for participation by their parents, it is possible that disproportionate numbers of them come from happy families.


Most respondents are happy and satisfied with their family lives. However, some Canadians face difficult times in their families and feel lonely. (p. 14)


In the recent National Study of Children and Youth (Human Resources Development Canada, 1996), Ross, Scott and Kelly (1996: 28-29) reveal that 84.2% of children in Canada aged 0 to 11 years lived in a two-parent family, 15.7% lived with a single parent and less than 1.0% lived with someone other than a parent (typically another relative or a guardian). Among children with single parents, the vast majority (92.8%) live with a single mother. Perhaps one of the most striking findings of the survey is that of all children aged 0 to 11 years, 78.7% live with their biological parents in two-parent families. This finding also can be added to the ‘good news’ about the lives of Canadian families. 


Source: Growing Up in Canada, Human Resources Development Canada (1996:29)


Family Strengths: Definition and Assumptions 


Family strengths may be defined as those relationship patterns, intrapersonal and interpersonal skills and competencies, and social and psychological characteristics that create: (1) a sense of positive family identity, (2) promote satisfying and fulfilling interaction among family members, (3) encourage the development of the potential of the family group and individual family members, (4) contribute to the family’s ability to deal effectively with stress and crisis, and (5) function as a support/network to other families (King, 1983, 49).


In talking about family strengths Dr. Kay King (1983: 48) adds the following positive assumptions.


Strong family environments are essential to optimum development of all family members. Families provide primary social settings for the formation of individual personalities, feelings of self worth, the development of values and skills and the self-discipline essential to functioning in a larger social context. 


Families want to become better informed and want to share with others how they have been in the past and can be in the future more effective in handling internal growth and confronting external demands and changes. 


Improvement of family strengths requires long and short-range integration of social and economic issues affecting families. There are some commonalties and unique differences in family strengths. 


There is a positive perception that characterizes the concept that we as a family have strengths, and that we have within our power to enhance the quality of our family life and in turn all others.


A key issue in strengthening families is to promote the characteristics and traits of strong families. As Dr. Moncrief Cochran has indicated, "we must move away from a family deficit model (one which focuses on troubles or problems) to a family strengths model, with emphasis on prevention rather than treatment (equipping rather than repairing)," (in King, 1983, 48).


Research Findings


The next section is a summary of research findings in Canada and the United States during the 1980-1997 period. It covers the wide area of family strengths and includes such topics as healthy families, functioning families and lasting marriages. The survey also includes the family strengths found among one-parent families, stepfamilies, and gay and lesbian families. The comprehensive bibliography lists all of the resources used in this section.


Family Strengths


Can family be all bad if the urge to have a family and be a family is so strong? I find the beginning of an answer in metaphor: If the family were a container, it would be a nest, an enduring nest, loosely woven, expansive, and open. If the family were a fruit, it would be an orange, a circle of sections, held together but separable – each segment distinct. If the family were a boat, it would be a canoe that makes no progress unless everyone paddles. If the family were a sport, it would be a baseball: a long, slow, nonviolent game that is never over until the last out. If the family were a building, it would be an old, but solid structure that contains human history, and appeals to those who see the carved moldings under all the plaster, the wide plank floors under the linoleum, the possibilities … The possibilities are there for the family as well, if we can figure out what is worth preserving and what to discard. To rethink the family’s design, purpose, and meaning, we must begin with some "essence of family" that is pure and true. And for me the essence of family is:


who it is,�how it feels, and�what it does. 


(Letty Cottin Pogrebin, 1983:25)


Stinnett et al (1979) discussed the characteristics of strong families, and Stinnett et al, (1982) further examined this type of family. A total of 438 husbands and wives from all regions of the United States responded, by citing their strengths. Stinnett et al (1979) developed six qualities of strong families. They are: appreciation for each other, spending time together, good communication patterns, commitment, a religious orientation, and an ability to deal with a crisis in a positive manner. Stinnett et al (1981) also examined 66 strong families. For the vast majority of families, crises were catalysts for growth in a positive direction. The family is able to seek and use this help in a family crisis. Thus they acknowledge their vulnerabilities. Strong and DeVault (1995:600-612) summarize some American studies of `strong families’. Strong families:


work for the well-being or defend the unity and continuity of their families


support each other in their families


respect each family member for his/her uniqueness and difference


spend time together to build family cohesion (see Daly, 1996)


delegate responsibility


allow children to make mistakes and face the consequences


The family contributes to the well-being of their neighbourhood, city, country or world.


have a spiritual orientation or a spiritual dimension (which may not be the same as religiosity).


The families in Stinnett and DeFrain’s study (1985) describe the "spiritual dimension" in various ways: "faith in God, faith in humanity, ethical behaviour, unity with all living things, concern for others, or religion." Spirituality has a broad definition because the experience is entirely subjective; it means different things to different people. Yet strong families share common spiritual ground. In these families, spiritual wellness is a "unifying force, a caring centre, within each person that promotes sharing, love, and compassion for others. It is a force that helps a person transcend self and become part of something larger" (Stinnett and DeFrain, 1985).


Families with a spiritual orientation see a larger purpose for their family than simply their own maintenance and self-satisfaction. They see their families as contributing to the well-being of their neighbourhood, city, country, or world, and as being an avenue through which love, caring, and hospitality can be expressed. Many families find support and expression of spiritual strength and purpose in religious associations. These families find in religious activities a transcendent framework on which they formulate family values, behaviour patterns, and goals, as well as a source of strength with which they attempt to live out those values. 


Healthy Family Systems


A Canadian pioneering study by Westley and Epstein (1969) nearly thirty years ago examined the emotional health of families in Montreal. Their most important finding was that children’s emotional health is closely related to the emotional relationship between their parents. When these relationships are warm and constructive, such that the husband and wife feel loved, admired, and encouraged to act in ways that they themselves admired, the children are happy and healthy. Couples who are emotionally close, meeting each other’s needs and encouraging positive self-images in each other, become good parents. Since they meet each other’s needs, they do not use their children to live out their needs; since they are happy and satisfied, they can support and meet their children’s needs; and since their own identities are clarified, they see their children as distinct from themselves. All this helps the children become emotionally health people. (p. 156)


The family with a balanced division of labour proved to be the only one in which the majority of couples had a vigorous sex life and experienced increasing satisfaction with the sexual relationship, had a good marital relationship, and had emotionally healthy children. Though it is true that this was also the only type of family in which the majority of husbands and wives were emotionally healthy, they still found that there was a direct relationship between the division of labour and the emotional health of the children. (p. 161)


Lewis et al (1976) add that parental role modelling is a crucial factor in the development of qualities that ensure personal psychological health and growth in families. In their study Lewis et al (1976) also found that healthy families have a relationship of trust, shared power and close communication which formed the basis of health of the family system. Gantman (1980), reviewed the literature on healthy families written in the 1970’s. Some of the findings are:


Communication is clear, abundant and direct in healthy families.


Individuals display responsiveness, respect and warmth toward each other.


Overt expression of affect both positive and negative is valued and encouraged.


A healthy family must allow for its individual members to develop separate and unique identities.


One must accept the loss of family members.


A clear power structure in the family.


Families are more efficient in that they accomplish work in less time.


The generational boundaries are clear.


When Dolores Curran (1983) interviewed 551 professionals, she asked them to describe characteristics of healthy families. The 15 traits which topped the list were that the healthy family (23-24):


Communicates and listens. 


Affirms and supports one another. 


Teaches respect for others. 


Develops a sense of trust 


Has a sense of play and humour. 


Exhibits a sense of shared responsibility. 


Teaches a sense of right and wrong. 


Has a strong sense of family in which rituals and traditions abound. 


Has a balance of interaction among members. 


Has a shared religious core. 


Respects the privacy of one another. 


Values service to others. 


Fosters family table time and conversation. 


Shares leisure time. 


Admits to and seeks help with problems.


Barnhill (1979) reviewed the concepts of the healthy family system as developed in the theoretical literature on family therapy. His eight basic dimensions of family mental health include:


individuation; 


the independence of thought and feeling and judgement of individual family members; 


mutuality, a sense of emotional closeness; 


flexibility, the capacity to be adjustable and resilient; stability, consistency, responsibility and security in family interactions; 


clear perception, undistorted awareness of others; 


clear communication; 


role reciprocity; 


and clear general boundaries, that is specific differences between marital, parent-child, and sibling relationships.


Fisher, Giblin, and Hoopes, (1982) surveyed 208 non-clinical family members about their views on the nature of a healthy family. These results were compared to a previous study of family therapists’ perception of healthy-family functioning.


As a group the family members under study valued "unity" in the family, in contrast with society’s emphasis on individualism. "Expressing thoughts" was important. Communications was also valued highly. Good communication includes the tone of voice, body language, eye contact, silences, touch, or a `gift’ to a family member.


Functioning Families


What is a well functioning family? Cocivera (1982) lists the following characteristics:


Role distinctions in a well functioning family are clear and there is a distinct boundary between the integral family members and those in the extended family. The husband and wife in a two-parent family play dual roles. In the marriage relationship, as husband and wife, they provide each other with companionship, affection, sharing and sex. As parents, they plan an executive or managerial role in the nurturance, control and later the guidance of their children. 


Individuality and a high degree of differentiation are encouraged in a successful family. The children and adults are able to develop their own interests. This leads to a continual tug and pull between separateness and mutuality. Conflict arises only if the family views individual expression as a threat. 


Rules are clear and reasonable and change as the children mature. The punishment for breaking rules is humane and on a scale commensurate with the "crime". In families with rigid and unchallengeable rules, children either rebel or become passive and dependent. 


Good communication is essential. All family members speak for themselves; children are listened to and their input respected. 


Authority or power is clearly vested in individuals, with the tacit agreement of all family members. As the family moves through different stages in its life cycle and the children mature, there are shifts in the family’s power base. 


A full range of emotions is acceptable, appropriate and encouraged. Imposing taboos on expressing certain emotions leads to incongruity between emotions and behaviour. 


Conflicts are resolved through bargaining and negotiation, with all family members able to participate. This can be a highly constructive and satisfying approach to solving problems. 


Tasks or chores are shared by family members, with a clear understanding of who performs which tasks; individuals can follow through in their own style and time. Flexibility is important. When a wife starts to work outside the home, some restructuring of chores is usually required. However, research consistently shows that neither the husband nor the children take on an equitable extra load under these circumstances. 


Individual differences in energy levels, perception of time, and space requirements are respected. Families often have to adapt to the temporary challenge of long-term illness of a family member, and they also play an important role in nudging a disabled member to achieve as much as possible. 


High esteem, both for the individual and the family, develops naturally in a well-functioning family. The well-functioning family isn’t necessarily quiet, well-ordered and rational all the time. Amid the affection and companionship, children squabble, compete and get in each others’ hair as they learn how to get along with people. Negotiation, setting rules and challenging those rules also leads to some lively exchanges between parents and children.


Hansen (1981) lived with three functioning families, staying with each family for seven full days. Among her 14 findings were the following:


Functional families appear to have a smoother, more relaxed rhythm. 


It seems possible to have a functional family with the marital relationship given a lower priority than the parental and parent-child relationship. 


It is important to have an overall pattern for addressing any serious problem in the family, and the sooner the better. 


High spontaneous agreement seems important in the marital and parental relationship.


Mudd and Taubin, (1982) reported a twenty-year ongoing study of successful family functioning. Fifty-nine families completed the follow-up questionnaire in 1978-79. The authors found that relations with adult children are frequent, reinforced by a thriving transfer economy. Close friendships and active community involvement are cited as important sources of strength. While severely troubling situational events affecting family members are enumerated, few are defined as problems. Perceived problems are most often resolved within the family, or less often, with appropriate professionals. Husbands and wives express continuing satisfaction with marriage and family. They are optimistic about the future, and through careful planning, anticipate positive later-year development.


Lasting Marriages


We (married couples) have been so furtive and secretive about our married happiness that many people have grown cynical about marriage altogether. It has been said and written that marriage is an overrated and outmoded institution; and the tens of thousands of gloriously happy married people have never raised their voices to deny it. I have been told in all seriousness by an able man and a keen observer of human affairs that he had scarcely ever in his life come in contact with a successful marriage. Why, I said to myself, are the best married people hiding their light under a bushel? Is it not time that some of them emerged from the seclusion of their happy, peaceful homes, and began to "sell" marriage to a generation rapidly becoming cynical and disillusioned about it? (Marriage Counselling [London: Churchill, 1948, p. 149] 1948:149)


The first Canadian study on lasting marriages was conducted by Benjamin Schlesinger (1982, 1983, Schlesinger and Giblon, 1984, Schlesinger and Schlesinger, 1987). In metropolitan Toronto, 129 couples married on the average for 25 years were interviewed. There were 19 items which were chosen by more than 83 percent of the respondents as "extremely important" in helping marriages to last. The first ten, in order of importance, were: 


respect for each other; 


trusting each other; 


loyalty; 


loving each other; 


counting on each other; 


considering each other’s needs; 


providing each other with emotional support; 


commitment to make the marriage last; 


fidelity; 


and a give and take in marriage.


Other important ingredients were a sense of humour, friendship, companionship, honesty, caring for each other, commitment to the marriage, and a good sexual life.


Of 43 couples studied by Altrocchi (1988), most indicated they had good or excellent communication and resolved issues by talking. They also stated that their partner was their `best friend’. Humour was a very important part of their marriages. Their sex life was satisfying and important, and they stated that their spouses cared about them a great deal.


Sporakowski and Hughston (1978) examined the lives of 66 couples who were married for 50 or more years. Their responses about what made their marriages last included: love, give and take, home and family, religion, understanding and patience, commitment, and "it takes two to make a marriage work". The latest American study of "The Good Marriage" was completed by Wallerstein and Blakeslee (1996). The study included 50 couples living in northern California who were predominantly white, middle-class, and well educated. They were married during the 1950’s – and early 1960’s period. Both wife and husband had to consider their marriage a happy one (p. 9-10). Wallerstein and Blakeslee (1996: 12-13) point out that: Happy marriages are not carefree. There are good times and bad times, and certainly partners may face serious crises together or separately. Happily married husbands and wives get depressed, fight, lose jobs, struggle with the demands of the workplace and the crises of infants and teenagers, and confront sexual problems. They cry and yell and get frustrated. They come from sad, abusive, neglectful backgrounds as well as from more stable families; all marriages are haunted by ghosts from the past.


The authors comment on the good marriages: (p. 13)


But somehow, for reasons that are critically important and that I explore here, these people have stayed married despite the Sturm und Drang of modern life. They feel, and say with conviction, that the marriage will last. After ten, twenty, thirty, or more years of being together, they regard the marriage with contentment and feel confident about its survival.


Wallerstein and Blakeslee (1996: 27-28) have developed nine tasks that help to build good marriages, and distinguish them from those that do not last. They are:


To separate emotionally from the family of one’s childhood so as to invest fully in the marriage and, at the same time, to redefine the lines of connection with both families of origin.


To build togetherness by creating the intimacy that supports it while carving out each partner’s autonomy. These issues are central throughout the marriage but loom especially large at the outset, at midlife, and at retirement.


To embrace the daunting roles of parents and to absorb the impact of Her Majesty, the Baby’s, dramatic entrance. At the same time the couple must work to protect their own privacy. 


To create a safe haven for the expression of differences, anger, and conflict.


To establish a rich and pleasurable sexual relationship and protect it from the incursions of the workplace and family obligations.


To use laughter and humour to keep things in perspective and to avoid boredom by sharing fun, interests, and friends.


To provide nurturance and comfort to each other, satisfying each partner’s needs for dependency and offering continuing encouragement and support.


To keep alive the early romantic, idealized images of falling in love while facing the sober realities of the changes wrought by time.


Family Strengths Across Ethnic Groups


There have been very few studies of successful families from various ethnic groups. One of the best was done by Douglas Abbott and William Meredith (1988), who compared Caucasian, African American, Mexican American, Hmong, and Native American families. The researchers asked these families to rank various family traits that were derived from earlier studies of successful families. The most agreement across ethnic groups was among the Caucasian, African American, and Mexican American families. The Hmong differed the most from all the other families; their greatest difference was with the Caucasian families. Native American families were somewhat similar to African American and Mexican American families but different from Hmong families. Nevertheless, they were surprised to find generally more agreement than disagreement across the various ethnic groups, although they also identified some important differences. Table 1 presents the findings.


Table 1: Family Strengths Common to Various Ethnic Groups


In order of importance


FAMILY TRAIT


Communicates and listens


Trusting and trustworthy


Is affirming and supportive


Teaches a sense of right and wrong


Teaches respect for others


Shares leisure time


Is responsible for family welfare


Has a sense of play and humour


Respects privacy of family members


Shares religious beliefs


Has two parents living at home


Values family traditions


Seeks help with problems


Encourages individuality


Financial security


Has a base of parental rules


Respects elders


Shares similar values


Allows for negotiation of family rules


Values a college education


Prays together


FAMILY STRENGTHS AND DIVERSE FAMILY FORMS


One-Parent Familes


In a review of the literature dealing with one-parent families (Schlesinger, 1996) and the children of one-parent families (Schlesinger, 1995) specific family strengths among these families were identified.


For example, in their study of 26 American middle class one-parent families, Olson and Haynes (1993) identified seven themes related to the strengths in these families.


Acceptance of the responsibilities and challenges presented in single-parent families: Positive attitude toward parenting and life in general; problems neither minimized nor maximized, but solutions were sought. 


Prioritization of the parental role: Focus on being the best possible single parent; sacrifices of time, money, and energy were evident. 


Employment of consistent, nonpunitive discipline: Provide structure, democratic empowerment of children, and logical consequences for behaviours. 


Emphasis on open communication: Promotion of trusting relationships, and expression of feelings. 


Ability to foster individually within a supportive family unit: Fostering of individuality and independence; each member having own interests and skills. 


Recognition of need for self-nurturance: Despite lack of time to take care of themselves, parents recognized the importance of self-nurturance and attempted to achieve it through physical, spiritual, emotional, or social means. 


Rituals and traditions: Bedtime routines, special family activities, holiday celebrations.


In another study of 71 American white, middle class one-parent families, Richards and Schmiege (1993) pointed out that the parents had strengths in the way they related to their children. These included: being supportive of the children, being patient, helping children cope, and fostering independence. Building a sense of honesty and trust, and conveying ideas clearly to family and friends, also were indicators of strengths. In their study most respondents stated that single parenting became easier over time.


Nancy Morrison (1995) studied successful single-parent families in the Mid-West of the United States. Interviews lasted two hours. The sample consisted of small families, the mothers were older and more mature (mean age 38 years), they had a high level of education, and were employed. All had been divorced. Many of the families had faced significant problems and challenges as well as the divorce adjustment. In addition to early financial crises and housing moves that are common in divorced families, some of these families had also experienced such crises as invalid parents, alcoholism, cancer and rape. For these families, the process of overcoming these obstacles had strengthened their family units and greatly contributed to their feelings of success as families. (p. 200)


Each family interviewed was also asked to respond to the question, "How do you feel successful single-parent families differ from successful two-parent families?" All agreed that if a two-parent family was working well, it would be preferred. Many felt that in a two-parent family, success is predicated on a successful marriage and without that a family was inevitably going to experience dysfunction. In each of these single-parent families, the marriage had failed, but the mothers felt the families had succeeded because they were able to avoid the stress of continued marital discord and also take advantage of some aspects of their singlehood. 


By definition, the key difference between a single-parent family and a two-parent family is that the former has only one adult in the household. The families pointed out many advantages of having a single parent: life was simpler and easier with only one adult in the home because the mother did not have to cater to a husband, there was less tension and conflict, and the household seemed to be more peaceful (p. 212).


In spite of the fact that all the mothers in this study could relate both positive and negative aspects of being single parents, the consensus was that single parents have to work harder to succeed at parenting. They have to be more flexible in managing schedules more efficiently; they have to be more organized, finding ways to meet all the needs of the family that have to be handled by an adult; and they have to be more creative, developing new and uncharted coping skills. Some of the mothers were aware of these new strengths, but others had trouble identifying specific strengths, saying "I only did what I had to—is that a strength?" (p. 213)


Most evident in these mothers was a sense of confidence and pride that they were able to manage being a single parent. Along with this confidence was the development of increased independence, responsibility, and self-esteem in their children. Morrison (1995:217) summarizes her study by stating:


In the nearly 25 hours of interviews with these successful single-parent families, the investigator was notably struck by the positive attitudes exhibited by all of these families. It was expected that families identifying themselves as "successful" would present themselves as happy and content, but the positive approach to living exhibited by these families was much more pervasive. They did not present themselves as devoid of faults; they freely identified their problems and weaknesses, and talked openly about negative experiences and feelings. Nevertheless, the mothers had generally given up their anger at their ex-spouses and the families had successfully moved beyond the crisis of divorce to a higher level of functioning. They were looking ahead, open to positive growth experiences and excited about increasing closeness and success as a family.


Stepfamilies


There had never really been a script for stepmothers and stepfathers, other than the nasty stories about Cinderella’s stepmother and other similar images. Now, because it is so frequent, we are trying to define these roles. What does it mean to be a stepmother, stepfather, stepsibling, half-sibling and so on? It’s another one of those examples of our need to consciously define the kind of family we are creating. (Glossop, 1994:9)


Most stepchildren live in blended families. In 1994, almost 9% of Canadian children under the age of 12 were living in a stepfamily. Almost half of them were actual stepchildren, and the others had been born or adopted into stepfamilies. The majority of children in stepfamilies lived in a blended family, which most often included the couple’s biological children and the wife’s children from a previous relationship (that is, "their children" and "her children").


Most stepchildren lived with their natural mother and a stepfather and very few with their natural father and a stepmother; in fact, stepfathers outnumbered stepmothers five to one. The most common stepparenting relationship was the stepfather-stepdaughter relationship, while the least common was that between a stepmother and a stepdaughter. (Statistics Canada, 1997:9) In 1995 we had 430,000 stepfamilies in Canada (Statistics Canada, 1996:4). For a good analysis of the lives of stepchildren in Canada see David Cheal’s (1996:93-102) study.


Margaret Crosbie-Burnett, an assistant professor and researcher at the University of Wisconsin, completed a study assessing stepfamily adjustment. For this study, 87 upper-middle-class households—mainly caucasion, mother custody-stepfather households were used. (Stepfamily Bulletin, 1984:15)


Some of her findings were:


families that reported themselves to be emotionally close were those with flexible family boundaries that allowed the individuals psychological space and, in the case of visiting children, physical space to maintain emotional ties between children and non-custodial fathers.


Families in which the adults had more leadership power than the older child reported more happiness than families in which the older child maintained some of the leadership status he or she gained during the single-parent phase.


Satisfaction with stepfamily-stepchildren relationships were more highly associated with family happiness than marital relationship happiness.


Children and adolescents appear to be capable of enjoying happy, nurturing relationships with both the stepfather and the natural father.


Husbands were happiest when they felt powerful within the stepfamily as an integral and efficacious group member, when their role was clear in their own minds, and when their wives were happy with the marital relationship.


Wives were happiest when their husbands were happy with the marital relationship, when their husbands were psychologically included into the family unit, and when they felt powerful.


Patricia Kelley (1994), who is director of the School of Social Work at the University of Iowa, Iowa City, studied 20 healthy stepfamilies. Kelley (1994:86-90) summarized the major strengths of her findings related to stepfamilies. The importance of clear communication, with some planned mechanism for implementing it, was a common thread. Regular family meetings with rules discussed and agreed upon by as many people as possible were suggested and carried out in these families, especially in the beginning stages of marriage.


Another, related, theme that emerged from these interviews was the importance of respect over love in steprelationships. The expectation of instant and equal love was not present in these families. In most of these families it was all right to call the stepparent by the first name, and to feel closer to and spend more time with the biological parent.


Allowing for privacy and space was a matter attended to by these families. More privacy and space are needed than in biologically based families, and many families found it useful to develop their own sense of space by moving to neutral territory. Flexibility was probably the word heard most often when these families discussed what was important. Last, a common theme found in these families was the ability to have fun together, not taking things too seriously and having a sense of humour.


Kelly (1994:89) states:


Suggestions and themes from these families that would be useful for families in general include flexibility, clear communication, decreased sex role stereotyping, fun and good humour, and strong social and community support systems. In stepfamilies, however, these ideas assume extra importance. Themes from these families suggesting differences included discipline and nurturing from one, not both of the adults in the home, more cross-generational alliances, more permeable boundaries allowing for children to move back and forth between homes, without feeling out of the system, inequality of parental roles, and somewhat different resources and rules for different sets within the family.


Lesbian and Gay Parents


The literature on gay and lesbian parenthood has only emerged in the 1990’s (Arnup, 1995; Bozett, 1987; Martin, 1993; Nelson, 1996 and Slater, 1995). 


It is estimated that 3 million lesbian and gay couples in the United States are raising one or more children. (Schwarz and Scott, 1997:244). In Canada it has been estimated that about a half million gay and lesbian parents are raising children. (Arnup, 1995:167) Same-sex families challenge traditional notions about families and parenting while at the same time pointing up the fact that many lesbians and gays, like their "straight" counterparts, view parenting as a rewarding endeavour (Macionis, 1995).


In spite of the relatively recent development of this area of research, we can still consider the strengths inherent in this family pattern. Although little is known about the parenting styles of lesbians and gays, the available research indicates that lesbians tend to form extended networks of support that operate like any other family except that they are not patriarchal. Lesbian households tend to be less structured around a gender-specific division of labour; thus, children in these homes tend to experience more equitable family arrangements. Bozett (1990) and Anderson (1993) on the basis of their research have claimed that, as mothers, lesbians tend to be more child-oriented; they tend to be more responsive to their children’s needs and more actively involved in their lives than heterosexual mothers. In fact, some feminists have claimed that when lesbian mothers leave an unhappy heterosexual relationship where children are involved, the children may actually get more nurturing in a lesbian household where two or more women share the work of child care.


Like lesbians, many gays who raise children tend to be more nurturing and less rigid in terms of gender role socialization and the gender division of household labour than heterosexual fathers. Gay fathers also tend to be more strict disciplinarians than heterosexual fathers (Andersen, 1993). Miller (1992) and Laird (1993) claim that in general, lesbian and gay parents tend to have fewer problems with their children’s behaviour than do heterosexual parents. When problems do arise, often it is due not to the sexual orientation of the parents but rather to outside influence and interference and the degree to which society accepts the negative stereotypes of lesbian and gay parents (Lindsey, 1994).


Many people believe that growing up in a lesbian or gay household is emotionally unhealthy for children and can cause confusion about their own sexuality. However, research consistently shows that the children of lesbians and gays are generally understanding, adaptable, and accepting of their parents’ lifestyle, and they are as well adjusted as children who grow up in heterosexual households. In addition, these children experience no significant psychological damage, nor do they have a tendency to be homosexual themselves; in fact, they are no more likely to be homosexual than are children raised by straight parents (Flaks et al, 1995). According to Charlotte Patterson (1992), there can be positive effects of being raised by lesbian or gay parents. For example, having a nontraditional adult role model gives children a greater appreciation of diversity. In addition, having a parent who is different can make it easier for a child to be different and independent. The child might be more tolerant, accepting, and less judgmental because she or he has been taught to accept social and personal differences in others. Lesbian mothers often feel that their children have strength, compassion, and maturity beyond their years.


A substantial number of gay men and lesbians have previously been in heterosexual marriages, and some have children from those marriages (Lamanna and Riedman, 1997:355-356). About 56 percent of lesbian couples have children living with them (Harry 1983) often from previous marriages. Gays and lesbians have also sought parenthood as single adoptive parents, and as birth parents, as one partner gives birth to a baby they both parent.


Commentary on the existing research


Some of the selected qualities in lasting families can be found in Table 2.


Table 2 Sixty selected Qualities in Lasting Families in the United States 


and Canada: The Research Findings.


Adaptation 


Affection shown 


Agree on aims and goals 


Appreciation for each other 


Altruism 


Balance in life 


Children getting along well 


Commitment 


Communication is open 


Compromise 


Confide in each other 


Cope with crisis 


Curious 


Efficiency 


Empathy 


Exchange ideas 


Expressive 


Family rules clear 


Fidelity 


Firm parental coalition 


Friendship 


Generational boundaries clear 


Give and take 


Good models in family 


Hard work 


Have a relaxed rhythm 


High spontaneous agreement 


Honesty 


Humour 


Independence 


Interest in children genuine 


Laugh together 


Least use of authoritarianism 


Listen 


Love 


Loyalty 


Maintains community relations 


Patience 


Power structure well defined 


Promote each others well-being 


Reciprocity 


Religious orientation 


Relations with adult children good 


Respect each other 


Roles in family adaptable 


Sense of play 


Sexuality satisfying 


Shared responsibility 


Seeks help with problems 


Spontaneous interaction 


Strong kinship bonds 


Support each other 


Teaches a sense of right and wrong 


Time is spent together 


Trust each other 


Understanding 


Values service to others 


Wants relationships to succeed 


Well developed ego-strengths 


Work at relationships 


Source: Schlesinger and Schlesinger (1987:30)


The limitations of the studies include the following:


They are mostly middle-class samples 


They consist mostly of white, educated persons 


There is very little `ethnic’ variation in their sample populations 


Most were completed in the 1980’s, and little has been done in the 1990’s 


Most are American based, and we have very few Canadian studies related to strengths in families 


Some of the samples were quite small 


We do not have any longitudinal studies in this area 


We have almost no cross-cultural comparisons on this topic


On the other hand they give us a good glimpse into the lives of strong families.


Conclusion


The United Nations, in its 1992 Human Development Report, declared that Canada had the highest quality of life in the world. Canadians can expect to live longer, have a higher average income, have more opportunities for education and advanced education, and live in a less crowded country than people in most other countries in the world.


The United Nations NGO Committee on the Family (1994) in its guiding principles on the family included two items (p. 3):


Regional, national and cultural differences in all types of families should be respected and discrimination among them avoided. This respect and non-discrimination should aim at the dignity of the family, the protection of family life and the full development of individual family members. 


Respect should be shown for the religious, philosophical and ethical values or political opinions of each family member and for his or her freedom to manifest, as a family or in community with others, their culture and religion.


We live in a country where most families are managing their day by day existence in a satisfactory manner. Stephanie Coontz (1992:278) pointed out that to handle social obligations and interdependency in the twenty-first century, we must abandon any illusion that we can or should revive some largely mythical traditional family. We need to invent new family traditions and find ways of reviving older community ones, not wallow in nostalgia for the past or heap contempt on people whose family values do not live up to ours. There are good grounds for hope that we can develop such new traditions, but only if we discard simplistic solutions based on romanticization of the past. We cannot return to the `family of nostalgia’.


Leo Tolstoy wrote "Happy Families are all alike, every unhappy family is unhappy in its’ own way". We do not believe that we can accept his quotation. From our review we find that all lasting families are unique in their own family life cycle. Each one manages to continue to grow in their unique style of living. It’s time that we accentuate the positive aspects of family life, and give credit to those families who manage to survive the day by day stresses and meet the twenty-first century as strong families.


It is also important to realize that all of our diverse family patterns have strengths. Robert Glossop (1994:10) echoes this statement after reviewing life in `Families of Canada’. He states:


Here is perhaps the most welcome surprise: despite the diversity in the patterns of family formation and function, it is possible to define the common aspirations, common needs and common obligations of Canada’s families. It doesn’t take long when you get a group of people from different circumstances in a room, for them to come to appreciate and understand that what is at issue for them as individuals is at issue for most others. We are increasingly going to have to acknowledge diversity and understand it better. But equally, we need to understand the common elements and aspects that cut across the different patterns of family formation and function...if we are going to, in fact, learn how to deal constructively with that diversity and lend support to Canada’s families.
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Appendix


Some Relevant Quotations Related to Strengths of Families


Families are one of the few groupings in society that embody values alternative to the technocratic and profit-centred motives that are endemic in contemporary society. Families and family values are the major alternative to a selfish, individualistic mentality. In this view, families should be supported not only because they create the stuff of society, human beings, but because the sharing, flexibility and communality of family life at their best provide a different model of what society can be. (Eastman, 1989, XI)


The family endures. We can assure its survival by offering support, enrichment, and encouragement and by helping families that function well most of the time through some inevitable rough spots. In a hectic, impersonal world, the family can and should be an oasis of security, trust and love. (Cocivera, 1982:2)


The family may be faring far better than other social institutions in asssessments of its performance, despite the dreary and depressing anomalies in which some families are involved and that consume so much of the public’s attention: child abuse, spouse abuse, drug abuse, suicide, homicide, and so on. Yet, in thinking about these anomalies, it is important to remember that they do not pertain to most families, and that most families, despite or because of changing structures and a frequently unfriendly environment, are performing their functions and meeting the needs of their members anhd society apparently better than society is meeting the needs of families. (Zimmerman, 1980:204)


Unfortunately, however, in this increasingly mean-spirited, practical world of contemporary economic retrenchment, political reaction, and social malaise, only a minority of primarily affluent citizens enjoy the kinds of resources that enable them to realize much of the tantalizing potential of postmodern family options. Little wonder that so many succumb to nostalgia for the modern family order. Yet we do not have the option of returning to that order, even if we truly wanted to. Instead, our urgent task is to begin to move forward, rather than backward, toward the postmodern family regime. We might do well to start distributing


access to its opportunities, responsibilities, and hazards far more equitably, because for better and/or worse, the postmodern family revolution is here to stay. (Stacey:37)


I came to Beijing to the Fourth World Conference of Women to speak on behalf of lesbian families. We are part of families. We are daughters, we are sisters, we are aunts, nieces, cousins. In addition, many of us are mothers and grandmothers. We share concerns for our families that are the same concerns of women around the world. (in Stacey, 1996:105) 


Source: Simenson, C.M. (1995)


The healthy family:


Ì Communicates: talks, listens, and shares feelings among family


members.


Ì Frequently and spontaneously affirm and support one another. Each


person is valued for their special attributes, interests, talents and


contributions.


Ì Teaches and practices respect for each other.


Ì Has a feeling of trust and confidence in each other, and their love, support,


and loyality is steady and lasting.


Ì Exhibits a sense of shared responsibility for democratic family decision-


making and planning.


Ì Teaches and practices a sense of right and wrong.


Ì Respects the privacy of one another.


Ì Has a strong sense of family in which rituals and traditions are


celebrated and enjoyed.


Ì Has a shared religious foundation.


Ì Values caring, helping and service to others.


Ì Admits to, seeks help with problems, and utilizes positive coping


strategies to deal with difficult situations.


Ì Enjoys eating, working, playing and learning together.


Ì Exhibits creativity, flexibility and openness to change.


Ì Has a high degree of unity and cohesion centering around a core of


shared values and goals which are meaningful and provide direction in


day-to-day family life.


Ì Has connectedness with extended family.


Ì Promotes physical and mental wellness.


Ì Other (list)


Source: Simenson, C.M. (1995)


The principal ingredients which are common to all these traits are Appreciation, Communication, Commitment and Caring for self and others.


These characteristics are best seen as areas your family might want to examine; as tools to facilitate family discussion and interaction; as information about actions members of your family can take on their own behalf; and as perspectives to support intuitive awareness and skills, and point toward new possibilities. DO NOT interpret them as another set of rules that must be followed to be successful or a checklist to grade your own or other families. A strengthening force is to identify and celebrate your family’s individualism and uniqueness.


FAMILY STRENGTHS


Check the areas where you believe your family is particularly strong, and


leave blank the areas which are potentials for your family to work on.


Communication 


Trust, confidence 


Time together, by choice 


Creative problem solving 


Flexibility, Adapt to change 


Nonviolent discipline 


Shared religious foundation 


Support, affirmation 


Respect 


Rituals and traditions 


Clear/shared values 


Balance of power 


Healthy sexuality 


Care for self & others 


Equal value 


Humor 


Promotes wellness 


Clear rules 


Nurturing 


Outside help 


Positive coping 


Keep in mind that every family has strengths and every family faces challenges. A good way to strengthen your family life is to focus on the positive, and celebrate the uniqueness of each family member. A family grows together from within. Healthy families are the result of many small efforts each day and over time.
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