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we love strong things!!!

N America is preoccupied with strength . . .
Economy and business

Politics
Environment 

Military
Sports/Entertainment

Except when it comes to family!

Agents of social capital - especially family - are 
regularly being characterized by an identity of risk, 
crisis, dysfunction, threat, and even obsolescence
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it’s not this bad . . . yet!
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!!!caution!!!

• The emphasis here on family strengths should not be 
construed as an attempt to dismiss or minimize the 
problems confronting some Canadian families and 
children today

• Rather, our goal is to balance the common emphasis on 
problems with a perspective that recognizes the high 
levels of positive attributes in many families

• Many families - some would say most - are both strong 
and thriving
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k.i.s.s. (keep it simple schwartz!)

• What are family strengths?

• What do strong families look like and how do we 
identify them?

• What are the implications for social policy and best 
practice?
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family strengths are . . .

• those relationship qualities that contribute to the 
emotional health and well-being of family (DeFrain & 
Stinnet, 2002)

• help to maintain family cohesion while also 
supporting the development of individual family 
members (Olson et al., 1989)

• the set of relationships and processes that support and 
protect families and family members, especially during 
times of adversity and change (Moore et al., 2002)
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how are strong families identified?

• Strong family literature includes many parent-child 
relationship styles ala Diana Baumrind (1971) re 
authoritative families

• Others have focused on the family’s ability to adjust to 
change or crisis with an emphasis on the changes across the 
family life cycle; called resilience (Hetherington, 1984)

• More recent studies a consider broader range of family 
processes:

• Behavioural strategies used to meet collective goals or sustain 
family ideologies (Day, 2000)

• Family processes such as parenting, communication, and time use 
(Thornton, 2003)

• Family cohesion and flexibility (Olson et al., 1989)
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the family strengths model

• John DeFrain and colleagues have been studying family 
strengths for over 30 years (Stinnett & DeFrain, 1979; 
1985; 2000)

• Developed the American Family Strengths 
Inventory

• Grounded in research with >21,000 family members in 
27+ countries (except Canada!)

• Based on this research, DeFrain et al. propose six clusters 
of qualities or strengths
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the family strengths model

The six clusters of qualities are:

Appreciation and affection
Commitment

Positive communication
Enjoyable time together

Spiritual well-being
Growing together

All the strengths are interconnected, united upon a sense of 
positive emotional connection; in essence, this is the 
soul of a family
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the Canadian family strengths project: 
pilot study

Purpose:
• To explore the presence and prominence of family 

strengths and their association with healthy family 
indicators in a small sample of Canadian families

Primary Research Questions:
• What is the presence and prominence of family strengths 

in a small sample of Canadian families? 
• Do self-reported family strengths relate to physical, 

emotional, and/or relational health of families?
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method: pilot study

• Recruitment: Readers of a monthly family publication 
(Today’s Family News e-newsletter)

• Procedure: web-based Surveymonkey questionnaire 
posted on www.familywise.ca

• Sample: 55 participants 
Mean age: 42.5 years

Gender: 40 females (36% homemaker)
• Family structure: 82% in 2-parent biological family

Ethnicity: 93% white
Education: 42% college grad

Not your typical Canadian family!

http://www.familywise.ca
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measures: pilot study

1. Australian Inventory of Family Strengths: Brief Scale
• 85 items (original) shortened to 28 items using highest 

loadings from Geggie, DeFrain et al. (2000); Likert-style 
items (1 - Strongly Disagree to 5 - Strongly Agree)

• 4 Global Items e.g., We are happy as a family
• 6 Global Category Items e.g., We enjoy the time we share together
• 18 Category Items

• 3 Time together items e.g., We feel comfortable with each other
• 3 Communication items e.g., Talking through issues is important to us
• 3 Commitment items e.g., We find it easy to trust each other
• 3 Appreciation/affection items e.g., We are able to forgive each other
• 3 Spiritual well-being items e.g., We have a strong sense of belonging
• 3 Growing together items e.g., We like to support each other
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measures: pilot study
2. Family Stress and Problem Solving
• 10 items measuring family stress and coping methods e.g., 

“When there is stress in our family . . . We become 
disorganized; the parents become more strict and controlling”

3. Typical Family Experiences Scale
• 20 items measuring the prevalence of stressful family 

experiences e.g., “In the past year, how often have these issues 
created stress in the family . . . too much was charged on 
credit cards; difficulty with child care”

4. Family Satisfaction Scale
• 10 items measuring satisfaction with family functioning e.g., 

“How satisfied are you with . . . The degree of closeness 
between family members; Your family’s ability to be flexible”
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results
• Reliability coefficients of all 6 family strength indicators >.70
• 85%+ participants rated their families as either Agree or 

Strongly Agree with all 6 family strength qualities
% Agreeing or Strongly Agreeing

95.4
86.7 88.9 89.9 94.4 89.9
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results

Correlations of family strength indicators and family 
outcomes are strong and in expected direction 

Time 
Together

Affection 
and 
Appreciation

Positive 
Communi-
cation

Commit-
ment and 
Valuing

Spiritualit
y

Growing 
Together

Typical 
Family 
Experiences

-.51 -.40 -.49 -.43 -.56 -.57

Family 
Coping and 
Health

-.60 -.55 -.60 -.53 -.58 -.61

Family 
Satisfaction .70 .61 .61 .64 .64 .70
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results

But not all family strengths are valued equally . . .

Family Strength Indicators by Gender
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results

Nor do all family strengths predict outcomes equally . . .
• In predicting whether or not families succumb to more 

negative family experiences, growing together
accounted for the most change (39%) in that outcome

• In predicting whether or not families experience less ability 
to cope with stress and change, growing together and
positive communication accounted for the most change 
(43%) in that outcome

• In predicting satisfaction with overall functioning of the 
family, quality time together accounted for the most 
change (46%) in that outcome
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rounding out the preliminary data

• Both the qualities of family relationships and of family 
behaviours are important aspects of family strengths

• Measures of family strengths need to address the different 
developmental periods of family life e.g., children, 
emerging adults, seniors

• The nature of family strengths is influenced by the social 
and economic context of the family’s social environments 
e.g., isolated families, low SES, rural families

• The role of culture affects family processes and 
relationships in ways that we don’t currently understand or 
assess well e.g., First Nations, recently immigrated
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implications for policy and practice

Family strength research helps to . . .

• Introduces evidence-based discussion of the strengths of 
Canadian families (rather than on deficits) and build upon them

• Identify family processes that serve as positive resources or 
assets for families regardless of SES, ethnicity, region

• Provide benchmarks to assess the status of families over the 
course of time

• Evaluation tools for gauging the effectiveness of program that aim 
to enhance family strengths

• Set indicators to track family well-being and monitor progress 
toward national goals

• Guide methods of service providers and development of approaches
for public policy
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