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Abstract

In family healthcare nursing, the family system unit (i.e., a group in which the members, seen as a
whole, mutually interact) is the target of care. As nurses tend to obtain family-related information
from particular family members in the clinical setting, when assessing families, they often con-
front the issue of the differences between the theoretical level and methodological level. Although
this issue needs resolving for evidence-based family nursing practice, sufficient research is lacking
on the methodology related to family assessment. The present study aimed to clarify the factors
that affected evaluation of family functioning among couples. Semi-structured interviews were
conducted with 10 child-rearing families (couples) using the Survey of Family Environment (SFE)
as a family functioning scale. Content analysis identified 12 factors that affected discrepancies in
the couples’ evaluations and eight factors that affected agreement in those evaluations. These fac-
tors were classified into three categories: factors concerning family or family members; factors
concerning questions related to the SFE; and factors concerning the view of the family as a whole.
The results of this study should contribute to the development of family assessment tools and ef-
fective methods for evaluation of family care.
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1. Introduction

In recent decades, various theories and models for family nursing have been developed around the world [1]. For
patients who suffer from a chronic condition or disability, the family plays a major role. It has been noted that
the functioning of modern families in Japan has become weaker because of the trend toward nuclear families,
many with dual incomes: the decline in the number of children; its super-aging society; and factors that have led
to increases in divorce and domestic violence. Family nursing practice with prophylactic perspective will in-
creasingly be required to deal with potential and future family problems [2]. Family nursing practices and stu-
dies that focus not only on patients but also on their families have been increasing. It is essential to accumulate
evidence about family nursing care toward developing family nursing skills and building family nursing exper-
tise. Previous evaluation methods have generally focused on individual family members; however, such ap-
proaches are insufficient in examining the effectiveness of overall family intervention since they do not assess
the family as a whole. What is required is a methodological approach that evaluates the whole family. Although
various family assessment scales have been developed, those respondents are individual family members [3].
Even if all family members respond to a questionnaire, the responses will inevitably be made at the individual
level. To develop evaluation methods that address the whole family, it is necessary to explore the reasons for
any discrepancies that may occur among the various family members.

One study has identified the relation between perception gaps among family members and problematic beha-
viors [4]. Those authors determined that perception gaps in a family may lead to problems such as suicide. The
presence of perception gaps among family members, even though it would appear that they evaluated the same
family phenomenon, is likely to indicate family problems. For these reasons, the factors that lead to discrepan-
cies in evaluation among family members need to be clarified.

The purpose of the present study was to examine the factors that affect a couple’s evaluation of family func-
tioning and to contribute toward the development of an evaluation method for assessing a family as a whole
(family system unit).

2. Methods
2.1. Participants and Procedure

The participants of this study were families with children at the elementary to high school level. Family func-
tioning depends on the growth and development sectors for the family system unit [5]. Accordingly, this study
was limited to child-rearing families so as to control the effect of growth and development for the family system
unit with respect to family functioning score.

The study participants resided in one of two selected prefectures in Japan. With the support of local boards of
education and school principals, request forms for study participation, which included details of the purpose of
the study, were distributed to certain families. Using telephone, fax, or e-mail, interviewers directly contacted
families that consented to participate and arranged a date and place for an interview. The participants consisted
of 10 families (10 couples): one family with a high-school student, two families with junior high-school students,
and seven families with elementary school students.

2.1.1. Operational Definitions of Basic Terms

“Family” was defined as a unit group as a system of the sum (OR operation) of individuals (i.e., living people)
who are recognized as belonging to the group by other constituent member(s). Families were thus comprised of
parents, spouses (including cohabitation, common-law marriage, and de facto marriage), children, and others—
irrespective of whether the members were living together. “Children” referred to all family members under 18
years old. These terms were explained on the first page of the instructions for completing the SFE.

“Family functioning” was defined as family’s cognitive activities performed by a family and its abilities to act
on the family environment through individual family members’ role-related behavior. The current level of fami-
ly functioning was measured according to the degree of satisfaction by means of the SFE—as perceived by the
family system unit.

2.1.2. Data Collection
To assess the holistic family environment, semi-structured interviews were conducted using the Family Envi-
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ronment Assessment Model (FEAM) based on the Concentric Sphere Family Environment Theory/Model
(CSFET/M) [6]. The Family Environment Map (FEM) and SFE, which are family assessment tools of FEAM,
were used to guide the interviews.

The interviews were held in the family home or in a room at our institution that ensured privacy. The couples
responded on an individual basis to the SFE after they had signed the consent forms. The difference between the
husband’s score and wife’s score was then calculated.

The SFE scores were divided into two categories: large score discrepancy (2 - 4 points) or small score discre-
pancy (0 - 1 point), and interviewers asked the couples to discuss their evaluations. The interviewers asked the
participants how they interpreted each question and answer and the couples discussed the reasons for their eval-
uation having been in agreement or not. Though a 2-point difference in the SFE score among couples was re-
garded as a discrepancy, this did not constitute a statistically significant difference.

2.2. Instruments

2.2.1. Survey of Family Environment (SFE)

Based on the CSFET/M [6], the SFE is a 30-item self-administered instrument that assesses five domains (supra
system, macro system, micro system, family internal environment system, and chrono system) of family func-
tioning [7]. Table 1 presents the 30-item questions. The SFE is structured to allow the family to be evaluated as
a whole as it depends not on the individual family member’s perception, but the family’s perception of itself as a
unit, to achieve lower discrepancy among family members. To avoid disparities in family functioning scores
among individual family members, instructions were written to the effect that the respondents should evaluate
the satisfaction level for each item based not on their perception as individual family members, but on their per-
ception as a family unit.

The SFE contains two questions relating to family satisfaction and family importance. Each of these items
generates a satisfaction score (SS) and importance score (IS). Each of these is rated from 1 to 5 points, with a
higher SS indicating a higher level of family functioning. The SFE has been subjected to rigorous reliability and
validity investigations using paired partners in 1990 child-rearing families [7]. The internal consistency reliabil-
ity has been found to be satisfactory, with a Cronbach’s alpha of at least 0.93; test-retest reliability over a
2-week interval was established. Concurrent validity was demonstrated by means of significant correlations with
the Japanese version of the Feetham Family Functioning Survey (FFFS) [8]. Construct validity was supported
by a confirmatory factor analysis of a five-factor structure based on the CSFET/M.

2.2.2. Family Environment Map (FEM)

The Family Environment Map (FEM) is a relationship map of a target family: an assessment tool to visualize a
whole image, mainly drawing the human family internal environment. This assessment tool indicates such de-
tails as a target family’s formation (family structure and kin structure), the relationship among family members,
the presence of an interface membrane (range of the family), and the interaction between the family and its ex-
ternal environment, using lines and symbols [5]. The FEM was used to determine family attributes in this study.

2.3. Data Analysis and Rigor

The data from the semi-structured interviews were analyzed using inductive content analysis methods [9]; that
process included open coding, the creation of subcategories and categories, and abstraction. Researchers read the
interview transcripts multiple times; focused on the factors affecting evaluation of family functioning that
emerged from evaluation of the content; and coded them with labeling names. The codes were modified and
grouped them into subcategories and categories based on their semantic relationships. To ensure analytical rigor,
all four researchers undertook this analytic process.

2.4. Ethical Approval

Ethical approval for this study was obtained from the Institutional Review Board of Kobe University. All par-
ticipants received both an oral and written explanation that included details of the study purpose and methods,
privacy protection, and publication of the study results. The interviews were conducted after obtaining informed

consent.
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Table 1. Survey of Family Environment (SFE).

Item No. Contents of Likert-type scale questions (system name indicated in brackets)
1 Family’s going on leisure outings together [Mac]
2 Family members who hold jobs work with enthusiasm [Mac]
3 Children’s being provided with appropriate education/child care [Mac]
4 Family’s being provided with adequate health, medical, and welfare services [Mac]
5 Family observes societal rules [Mac]
6 Family’s utilizing of media (TV, newspapers, magazines, etc.) [Mac]
7 Family members’ involvement with religion(s) [Sup]
8 Family’s being friendly to the global environment [Sup]
9 Family’s appreciation of their country’s culture [Sup]
10 Family’s interactions with non-cohabitating relatives [Mic]
11 Family’s receiving emotional support from non-cohabitating relatives [Mic]
12 Family members’ interactions with their friends [Mic]
13 Family members’ receiving emotional support from friends [Mic]
14 Family’s interactions with neighbors [Mic]
15 Family’s participating in community activities (block association, etc.) [Mic]
16 Family’s being comfortable living in the neighborhood [Mic]
17 Bonds of affection between family members [Int]
18 Family members’ being comfortable at home [Int]
19 Being able to talk about concerns and problems, and solve them with family members [Int]
20 Managing the family budget [Int]
21 Family’s cherishing family time spent together at home [Int]
22 Family members’ observing family rules [Int]
23 Family members’ cooperation in child rearing [Int]
24 Family members’ cooperation in doing household chores [Int]
25 Family members’ cooperation in providing care during illness and convalescence [Int]
26 Managing the family members’ diet [Int]
27 Managing family members’ physical and mental health [Int]
28 Family’s being able to adapt to future events [Chr]
29 Family’s being able to achieve family growth for the future [Chr]
30 Family’s being able to realize family’s future hopes [Chr]

Note: Sup = supra system; Mac = macro system; Mic = micro system; Int = family internal environment system; Chr = chrono system. Items number

2, 3, 23 and 25 contain a box where INAP (inapplicable) may be selected.

3. Results

3.1. Sample Demographics

The sample demographics appear in Table 2. The mean age for adult males was 45.1 (standard deviation
[SD] = 5.1) years; for adult females, 42.1 (SD = 5.5) years; and children, 12.0 (SD = 3.8) years. The mean
number of family members was 4.4 (SD = 1.0) and that of children only was 2.4 (SD = 1.0). All the study
participants belonged to nuclear families. The mean required time for an interview was 91.5 (SD = 8.6) mi-

nutes.
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Table 2. Data on family demographic characteristics of participant families.

Family Husband’s Wife’s Mean age of Number of Husband Wife Family member with
1D age age children children employed employed a disease/illness
1 50 47 115 2 Yes No No
2 42 41 135 2 Yes Yes No
3 47 42 155 2 Yes Yes No
4 44 42 12.0 3 Yes Yes No
5 38 32 9.0 1 Yes No No
6 53 48 8.5 2 Yes No No
7 41 39 8.7 3 Yes Yes Yes (atopic dermatitis)
8 38 34 6.5 2 Yes Yes No
9 51 48 15.0 5 Yes Yes Yes (asthma)
10 47 48 15.0 2 Yes Yes No

3.2. Factors Affecting Discrepancies in Evaluations of Family Functioning Score

The factors that affected discrepancies in evaluations of the family functioning score among the couples are
presented in Table 3. Three categories and 12 subcategories were extracted. The three categories were: factors
concerning family or family members; factors concerning questions related to the SFE; and factors concerning
the view of the family as a whole. Below, the subcategories are indicated in italics, and the data appear within
quotation marks.

3.2.1. Factors Concerning Family or Family Members

Some participants expressed that incompatibility of temperament within the family was the reason for their
scores not agreeing with those of their spouses: “We think differently. His personality is different from mine. He
is nervous and meticulous, and so he is not satisfied unless everything is perfect”; “Because we have different
personalities.”

Age and the environments in which the participants had grown up differed within families, i.e., having a dif-
ferent family background as a child circumstance was one of the factors. “My wife usually does it. I'm also in-
volved in it, but | don’t think deeply about it. She cares about the details.” Since wives usually assume the role
of cooking for families, they are more concerned about dietary matters than their husbands; thus, playing differ-
ent family roles was cited as one of the factors here. In addition, influence of the family member’s own wishes
and family member’s personal experiences were also cited as factors.

3.2.2. Factors Concerning Questions Related to the SFE

Factors concerning questions related to the SFE were as follows: Use of abstract questions, the question related
to irregular situations for the family member, different understanding of the question by the family member, dif-
ference in the degree of importance that the family member accords to the question, and different evaluation
standards by the family member. Participants expressed their thoughts related to questions as follows: “I think
the questions are very vague. They are too difficult to answer”; “I am not sure whether | should write concerning
my wishes or the actual situation”; “I didn’t read the instructions of the SFE properly”; “It is too difficult to
choose the score of 5, which could mean 90% or 80%.”

3.2.3. Factors Concerning the View of the Family as a Whole

One response was as follows: “I think that my family includes my grandmothers.” The SFE requires that the
respondents provide their perception of the family as a whole, and so different perception of the family range by
family members was evident. The other factor related to the view of the family as a whole was different rela-
tionships among the family members as exemplified by the following: “I think my husband doesn’t realize it, but

I really want to see my own relatives.”
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Table 3. Factors affecting discrepancies in evaluation of family functioning score among couples.

Categories Subcategories
Incompatibility of temperament within the family

Having a different family background as a child circumstance

Factors concerning family or family

members Playing different family roles

Influence of the family member’s own wishes
Family member’s personal experiences
Use of abstract questions

The question related to irregular situations for the family member

Factors concerning questions related to

the SFE Different understanding of the question by the family member

Difference in the degree of importance that the family member accords to the question
Different evaluation standards by the family member

Factors concerning the view of the Different perception of the family range by the family members

family as a whole Different relationships among the family members

3.3. Factors Affecting Unanimous Evaluation of Family Functioning Score

The factors that affected unanimous evaluation of the family functioning score among the couples appear in
Table 4. Three categories and eight subcategories were extracted. The three categories were the same as those
for factors affecting discrepancies in the evaluation: factors concerning family or family members; factors con-
cerning questions related to the SFE; and factors concerning the view of the family as a whole. Below, the sub-
categories are indicated in italics, and the data appear in quotation marks.

3.3.1. Factors Concerning Family or Family Members

One response was as follows: “We spend a lot of time together and talk to each other a good deal. We know
each other’s daily lives and understand each other.” This related to good communication within the family and
spending a lot of time with the family: these are related to factors affecting unanimous evaluation within the
family. Other factors were sharing values within the family and sharing opinions within the family. These are
exemplified by the following responses: “If you are a couple, you have similar characteristics. We got married
because we share the same values”; “We are of the same mind.”

3.3.2. Factors Concerning Questions Related to the SFE

One of the subcategories here was questions concerning predictable events in the near future. An example of a
response in this subcategory was as follows: “It’s in my pocket. Our parents are getting older, we have to care
for them as necessary.” One response indicated that the family was concerned about working together for the
sake of the global environment: “Our family is constantly concerned about not just throwing trash away. We se-
gregate our waste for recycling at home.” This is represented by the subcategory questions concerning the situa-
tions in which all family members are in agreement. The subcategory questions concerning the situations that
all family members have already experienced was reflected in the following response: “We like going out. When
we go out, we always go out together, adjusting our schedules as necessary. | think we’re reasonably satisfied
with that.”

3.3.3. Factors Concerning the View of the Family as a Whole

No discrepancies were observed in a couple’s family functioning scores if the family member was able to assess
the general opinion within the family: “I think that money is very important. But | don’t believe that my family
thinks the same way as me. | realize that my own beliefs in some areas may be stronger than those of the other
family members.” One subcategory here was ability to assess the current situation related to the family as a

whole.
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Table 4. Factors affecting unanimous evaluation of family functioning score among couples.

Categories Subcategories
Good communication within the family
Spending a lot of time with the family
Factors concerning family or family members
Sharing values within the family
Sharing opinions within the family
Questions concerning predictable events in the near future

Factors concerning questions related to the SFE Questions concerning the situations in which all family members are in agreement

Questions concerning the situations that all family members have already experienced

Factors concerning the view of the family

Ability to assess the current situation related to the family as a whole
as a whole

4. Discussion

The factors that affected the evaluation of the family functioning score consisted of three categories: factors
concerning family or family members; factors concerning questions related to the SFE; and factors concerning
the view of the family as a whole. Among the factors concerning family or family members were factors that
affected discrepancies in evaluation that could be controlled for, and those that could not be controlled. Some of
these factors were related to the family internal environment, such as incompatibility of temperament within the
family, having a different family background as a child circumstance, and playing different family roles. It may
be difficult to control for such factors directly in a research setting.

Some studies have examined the balancing of work and home life and found that the situation in Japan may
be more difficult than in other Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development countries. Japanese
women tend to play a greater role in domestic tasks, such as caring and housework, than in many other devel-
oped countries [10] [11]. The present study also found that couples had different opinions regarding household
chores and child rearing: playing different family roles appeared as a discrepancy in the evaluation among
couples. Conversely, it is possible that influence of the family member’s own wishes and family member’s per-
sonal experiences could have been compensated for by employing more appropriate instructions with the ques-
tionnaire. Since family members are often able to anticipate the responses given by other members to questions
relating to various situations, it may have been appropriate to proactively modify the preliminary instructions.

The factors that affected unanimous evaluation, good communication within the family, spending a lot of time
with the family, sharing values within the family, and sharing opinions within the family, were a reflection of
family strength. The family members were familiar with one another, and they were able to arrive at a similar
evaluation because they spent considerable time together and talked to one another a good deal. Lack of commu-
nication within the family and insufficient time spent with the family could lead to difficulty in being able to
evaluate the view of the family as a whole. One study has found that a couple’s own reports differed if the part-
ners suffered from a lack of communication [12]. The present investigation examined similar factors to that pre-
vious study as well as additional ones, such as communication within the family, including communication with
children, and spending time with the family. Thus, it is necessary for families to be aware that the evaluations of
its members may differ with respect to particular family issues [12].

Some of the factors affecting evaluation of family functioning score concerned questions related to the SFE.
These factors involved two types: factors particular to the SFE and factors in other family functioning scales.
Factors such as, use of abstract questions and different evaluation standards by the family member were not only
adopted by the SFE but potentially in other scales as well. As difficult questions decrease the depth of respon-
dents’ understanding, respondents may have misunderstood the meanings of such questions. Therefore, when
developing a scale, a high degree of caution in sentence composition and word choice is called for, so as to en-
sure that face validity of the questions is obtained.

The SFE is able to examine the family as a whole, it includes factors concerning the view of an entire family.
This suggests the difficulty in making assessments that hypothesize the entire family, and will be one of the fu-
ture challenges for the SFE. A preceding study [3] using another family functioning scale, the Feetham Family
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Functioning Survey (FFFS) [8], demonstrated that the questionnaire itself contributed to discrepancies between
family member’s perceptions due to use of certain expressions in questions, particularly the use of “you” or
“your.” Although the FFFS and SFE work from different perspectives, the result of this study confirmed a pre-
ceding study [8] on the issue of the questionnaire itself. It will be necessary to continue to work to minimize the
impact of questions upon the scale of the evaluation.

Although this study focused on child-rearing families, a preceding study showed that family characteristics
affected the family’s perception of family functioning [3]. Further study focused on families with various cha-
racteristics is needed because a diverse family environment might lead to other factors affecting evaluation of the
family functioning scale. In addition, while all participant families in this study were nuclear families, extended
families might tend to have multiple opinions by each family member because of the greater number of consti-
tuent members in the family. The present study was significant in its method by which couples are interviewed
and able to engage in discussion concerning their evaluation and the factors affecting their response. However, it
is believed that these families had good relationships because they participated in the study together and few dis-
crepancies were shown in the evaluations. The study results will provide basic data for family nursing research
and contribute to issue resolution for family assessment [2].

5. Conclusion

With a focus on child-rearing families, this study examined the factors that affected couples’ evaluation of fam-
ily functioning. Our semi-structured interviews identified the categories of factors as follows: factors concerning
family or family members; factors concerning questions related to the SFE; and factors concerning the view of
the family as a whole. Twelve subcategories of factors were found to have affected discrepancies in evaluation:
Incompatibility of temperament within the family; having a different family background as a child circumstance;
playing different family roles; influence of the family member’s own wishes; family member’s personal expe-
riences; use of abstract questions; the question related to irregular situations for the family member; different
understanding of the question by the family member; difference in the degree of importance that the family
member accords to the question; different evaluation standards by the family member; different perception of the
family range by family members; and different relationships among the family members. The factors that af-
fected unanimous evaluation comprised eight subcategories: Good communication within the family; spending a
lot of time with the family; sharing values within the family; sharing opinions within the family; questions con-
cerning predictable events in the near future; questions concerning the situations in which all family members
are in agreement; questions concerning the situations that all family members have already experienced; and
ability to assess the current situation related to the family as a whole.
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