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ABSTRACT 

Adolescent crimes continue to climb in number and 

level of violence despite efforts to curtail them. 

Little research has been done on the impact of family 

interaction styles on adolescent crime. This study 

attempts to confirm or disconfirm the hypothesis that 

adolescents who are incarcerated are more likely to 

score their families as having a rigid family 

interaction style based on the FACES III adaptability 

scale than adolescents who are not incarcerated. The 

family adaptability scores of approximately 50 

adolescents in a midwestern lock down facility were 

compared to those of approximately 50 students selected 

from a midwestern church and a public school where no 

adolescent family members have been incarcerated. 

Results of the study failed to confirm the hypothesis 

that adolescents who score their families as rigid on 

the adaptability scale were more likely to be 

incarcerated than adolescents who did not . Size 

restrictions and modified usage of test 

i nstrumentations limit generalizability of the results. 
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Chapter I 

Introduction 

Family interaction styles are being studied as new 

methods for addressing the growing probl em of 

adolescent crime in the United States are being sought . 

School shootings by adolescents over the past few years 

are spurring efforts to identify adolescents at risk 

for criminal behavior and to find methods for 

prevention . While efforts have been primaril y focused 

in the legal arena, more recently, research has 

identified social institutions (i.e ., schools and 

fami l ies) as areas where opportunities exist for 

interaction aimed at prevention . Identifying the way 

family members interact with one another may provide an 

important predictor of adolescents at risk for socially 

maladaptive or criminal behavior. 

Early studies of families have led researchers to 

refer to the way family members interact with one 

another as a family interaction style . A family 

interaction style has two dimensions including cohesion 

and adaptability (Masselam, Marcus , & Stunkard, 1990 , 

p . 725 , 726 ; Ritchie, 1991) . The cohesion dimension 

measures the emotional bonding family members feel 

toward one another . The adaptability dimension 

measures the ability of a family system to change its 
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power structure. These dimensions have been used in 

recent research to further examine family interactions. 

Using the cohesion and adaptability dimensions, 

Olson, Russel, and Sprenkle developed a more current 

model to study families known as the Circumplex model. 

According to the Circumplex model, cohesion measures 

the emotional bonding on a continuum of disengaged, 

separated, connected, and enmeshed. Similarly, the 

adaptability dimension measures the ability of a family 

system to change its power structure based on four 

patterns of interaction including rigid, structured, 

flexible, and chaotic. According to the Circumplex 

model,the mid-range levels for both the cohesion and 

adaptability dimensions represent the preferred range 

of family behaviors (Masselam, Marcus, & Stunkard, 

1990, p. 725) . 

While the Circumplex model studied the two 

dimensions of cohesion and adaptability, recent 

research suggests that the single dimension of 

adaptability may be positively related to delinquent 

adolescent behavior (Ritchie, 1991, p.762 , 563) . This 

single dimension provides a possible link between the 

category of family interaction style and adolescent 

crime. Similarly, this study focuses on the single 

dimension of adaptability as measured by the FACES III, 



as an indicator of potential criminal adolescent 

behavior . 

Purpose of the Study 

3 

The purpose of this study is to confirm or 

disconfirm that adolescents who are incarcerated are 

more likely to score their families as rigid or low on 

the adaptability scale than adolescents who are not 

incarcerated. Much has been made of the high or 

chaotic end of the scale with its lack of rules. While 

the chaotic category is perceived as a negative 

influence on adolescent behavior , little research is 

reported on the rigid end of the scale (Smith, Mullis , 

Kern, and Brack, 1999) . The rationale for this study 

is that adaptability measures flexibility of a family. 

This adaptability is necessary for the adolescent ' s 

developmental goal of independence . The inability of a 

rigid family structure to adapt to the adolescent ' s 

need for greater self-control of her/his environment 

requires the adolescent to more strongly reject the 

family and its norms in her/his struggle to achieve the 

developmental goal of independence during adolescence. 

This is a comparative study designed to measure 

the family adaptability scores obtained on the Family 

Adaptability and Cohesion Evaluation Scales III (FACES 

III)as perceived by one member of a family . Two 

differing populations were compared : families with 
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i ncarcerated adolescents and families where no 

adolescents have been incarcerated. The use of a score 

obtained from onl y one member of a family, the 

adolescent, while not the norm, follows the systems 

theory postulate that "each viewer creates his/her own 

reality and for whom that reality is his/her own truth 

... nor that any account is more accurate than that of 

another" (Becvar & Becvar , 1996, p . 9) . The 

adolescent ' s family ' s adaptability score is the focus 

of the study as it is this perception of adaptability 

which influences behavior . Extremely low or high 

family adaptability scores may identify at-risk 

adolescents and indicate a need for counseling as an 

early intervention technique in curtailing adolescent 

crime. 

Families with incarcerated adolescents are 

operationally defined as a family unit, with either a 

single parent, or two parents where one or more 

children previously residing in the home is currently 

in a lock-down facility . Families with adolescents who 

have not been incarcerated are operationally defined as 

a family unit with either a single parent, or two 

parents where no children currently residing or 

previously residing in the home have ever been in a 

lock-down facility determined by the responding 

adolescent ' s self report . 
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Literature Review 
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A review of the literature has shown there are two 

main areas of research in adolescent crime, the legal 

and the psycho-social . Historically, the legal arena 

has been the focus of efforts to reduce juvenile crime . 

However, research has shown that juvenile or adolescent 

crime has continued to increase despite legal measures 

to decrease it (Little Hoover Commission , 1994). 

Consequently, current efforts are being directed toward 

researching adolescent crime within the psycho-social 

area . Dr . Laurence Steinberg, Ph.D ., the Distinguished 

Professor of Psychology at Temple University in 

Philadelphia and Past President of the Society for 

Research on Adolescence, the largest organization of 

social scientists interested in adolescent behavior and 

devel opment , presented his report addressing adolescent 

criminal behavior from a psycho-social perspective to 

the U.S . House of Representatives . In his report, Dr. 

Steinberg ' s pyscho-social research has indicated that 

juvenile crime overall has been increasing and arrests 

will more than double by the year 2010 (Steinberg , No 

Date). Therefore , in order to fully understand the 

complexity of adolescent criminal behavior, it is 

necessary to review both the historical legal 



perspective as well as the current psycho-social 

research. 

Legal Perspective 
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Historically the legal arena has received the 

greatest attention and funding for the prevention of 

adolescent crime. However, controversy has existed for 

several areas within the legal arena including the 

definition and identification of adolescent offenders, 

incarceration, intervention methods , and funding of 

programs. 

The allocation of funding and resources has 

depended upon the definition and identification of 

adolescent crime . However, there has been wide ranging 

differences among the legal systems in various states 

as to what constitutes juvenile crime and how an 

adolescent is determined to be a juvenile offender 

(Cole, 1986) . The main controversy in defining 

juvenile offenders has been with grouping runaways and 

school truants with those who commit violent crimes and 

then designating them all as juvenile offenders. This 

has made identifying potentially violent juvenile 

offenders as a group a complex task within the legal 

framework (Cole, 1986) . Despite efforts to identify a 

common definition of a juvenile offender, no definition 

has been universally accepted within the legal arena. 
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Despite the differences in determining what 

constitutes a juvenile offender, the juvenile legal 

system has placed its emphasis on the treatment and 

prevention on incarceration and intervention by the 

states (Little Hoover Commission, 1994 ) . However, 

incarceration and intervention methods have also 

occasioned controversy within the legal systems of 

various states. For example, in an e£fort to deter 

juvenile crime, recent decisions in Virginia have 

allowed judges to sentence juveniles as adults if the 

offender does not successfully complete a juvenile 

program {Gilmore, 1994). Conversely, Florida has 

contemplated returning to its juvenile system following 

a recent study that concluded that juveniles who were 

sentenced as adults have committ ed more crimes upon 

release than juveniles kept in the juvenile systems 

(Gest & Pope, 1996). Thus the research has indicated 

that current practices and methods within the legal 

arena may vary from state to state. At this time , the 

research has not identified one method as being more 

successful than another . 

Despite the controversies with definitions and 

incarceration and intervention methods, the literature 

has indicated generalized agreement on a lack of 

funding to address juvenile crime . Yet, virtually 

billions of dollars have been spent in efforts to 
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curtail juvenile crime . The budget for the Office of 

J uvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention (OJJDP) , 

the coordinator for the Federal response to juvenile 

crime, has reached $144 million (Roberts, 1999) . 

Additional funds have been expended at the state and 

l ocal levels . A report from the office of the governor 

of California has shown an expenditure of approximat ely 

$1 billion to fight juvenil e crime in 1992- 1993 in 

California a l one (The Report Part VI , 1995). Still it 

has been repor ted that the continued increase in 

juvenile crime and the efforts to curtail it have shown 

few programs within the legal arena demonstrating a 

statistical record of success and suggest that the 

probl ems have been ignored until it was too late (Gest 

& Pope, 1996) . 

Recently, emphasis in the legal system has 

expanded to organizations outside t he l egal system. 

While maintaining the major emphasis on legal remedies , 

areas i n the psycho- social realm have been included . 

Other causes of juveni le crime, i.e. , poverty, and non

traditional families have been cited, and alternative 

directions have been advanced for reduction of juvenile 

crimes . I n a personal interview in November, 1999, Don 

Pokorny, Program Administrator, Bellefontaine Division 

of Youth Services for the State of Missouri , an 

integral part of the legal system, has identified group 
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counseling of the incarcerated youth, along with 

education as important elements of rehabilitation . 

California ' s 1994 Little Hoover Report, the result of a 

seven month study, has noted 

the root causes of [juvenile] crime were many and 
diverse [and that] any hope of addressing those 
causes successfully required multi- faceted 
strategies , bits and pieces of which could be 
implemented by neighborhoods, communities and 
various levels of government . [They specifically 
noted} partnerships with schools to improve 
education and mentoring roles with at-risk 
children to providing opportunities through 
programs such as the Free Venture enterprises in 
California Youth Authority facilities and creating 
targeted hiring practices (Little Hoover 
Commission, 1994) . 

The 1994 Little Hoover report also noted the failure of 

families , the rejection by parents of the concept of 

behavioral consequences for children, the lack of 

decision making skills and the need for values 

education as areas of concern in juvenile crime . Thus , 

it has been determined that the legal arena alone 

cannot provide a solution to the problem of increasing 

juvenile crime. It has been recommended that elements 

of psycho-social education be considered when 

r esearching methods to curtail adolescent crime . 

Psycho-social Perspective 

The legal area has been instrumental in bringing 

psycho-social research more directly into the arena of 

j uvenile crime . Thus , the second main area of research 

for curtailing juvenile crime is the psycho-social 



10 

realm. As the focus has shifted to the psycho-social 

perspective, the family and influences on the family 

have gained importance as areas for study in curtailing 

juvenile crime. Dr. Steinberg in his statement to U.S . 

House of Representatives while speaking specifically of 

youth violence has noted 

that [while] there has been no single cause of 
youth violence, when there has been a common 
factor that cuts across different cases , it is 
usually some type of family dysfunction 
(Steinberg, L. No Date). 

He has further noted his belief that there has been no 

stronger influence on the anti-social behavior of 

adolescents than the family. Dr . Steinberg has 

connected parental aggression, hostility and 

disengagement to adolescent antisocial behavior . He 

further noted that children who are exposed to violence 

and hostility in the home are more inclined to use 

violence as their problem solving method. Dr. 

Steinberg has further stated t here is evidence to 

suggest violence committed in the home is carried from 

one generation to the next. He also indicated that 

there is evidence, although scarce due to limited 

research, that there may be a connection between 

experiences in the family and brain development. Of 

particular note in brain development are family 

experiences of alcohol abuse and neglect . He has also 

cited family and parental influences as potentiating 



problems in emotional cont rol , school behavior and an 

inability to appropriatel y interact with peers 

resulting in inappropriate or antisocial behavior 

(St einberg, No Date) . 
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Families, famiiy influences , behavior, the concept 

of behavioral consequences and values education have 

been the subjects of continuing research . Early 

psycho-social research on families was directed toward 

family communication and interaction styles {Ritchie & 

Fitzpatrick, 1997). Ritchie and Fitzpatri ck (1997) 

suggest that although the research identified the media 

and other socializing infl uences , (i . e ., peer groups , 

and social institutions) on adol escents , it has clearly 

shown that the family has been the primary socializing 

influence on children . The research a l so demonstrated 

that the passing on 0£ society ' s values , and the 

famil y ' s ability to socialize chil dren, have relied on 

families communicating family norms , or values . These 

norms are passed on through the way family members 

interact with one another. The way in which family 

members interact has been categorized as a family 

interaction style . 

Family Interaction Style 

A review of the research has identified two 

interaction styles . While agreeing there are two 

interaction styles , researchers disagree on what they 
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measure . In the early work by Ritchie, two dimensions 

of family interaction styl es were identified . These 

included (i) socio- orientation in whi ch parent

offspring i nteractions have been governed by parental 

supportiveness , and (ii) concept orientation in which 

parent-offspring interactions have been governed by 

parental assertion of power and control (Ritchie, 1991; 

Fitzpatrick & Ri tchie , 1990 ; Clark & Shi e l ds , 1997; 

Newman & Newman, 1995) . 

In the early 1960 ' s , Chaffee et al . (as cited in 

Ritchie , 1991 ) refined the original research on tne 

family interaction styl e . They reassigned or reversed 

the earl ier definitions of the socio-orientation and 

concept orientation dimensions . Thei r research found 

t hat the socio- orientation measured parent- offspring 

interactions which have been governed by parental 

assertion of power and cont rol . In addition, they 

found that concept ori entati on measured parent

offspring interactions which have been governed by 

parental support iveness of the offspring ' s autonomy 

(Ritchie, 1991) . More recent research has relied on 

this reassi gnment of definitions of the dimensions of 

fami l y interaction style . 

Another refinement of the original research led to 

the development 0£ Olson et al . ' s Circumplex model . I n 

this model the family interaction styl e was a l so 
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characterized as having two dimensions . Olson et al . 

agreed with the new dimensions of family interaction 

style of Chaffee et al . However, they referred to the 

two dimensions as 

cohesion - the emotional bonding family members 
feel toward one another . . . measured along a four
level continuum: disengaged, separated, connected 
and enmeshed . . . [and] 

adaptability - defined as the ability of a family 
system to change its power structure, role 
relationships, and relationship rules in response 
to situational and developmental stress . The four 
patterns of interactions of adaptability are 
rigid, structured, flexible , and chaotic . 
(Masselam, Marcus , & Stunkard, 1990 , p.725, 726) 

In addition, the Circumplex model also included the 

communication dimension as a third component. The 

communication dimension represents the way family 

members communicate with one another with the goal 

being open and unproblematic communication between 

family members (Masselam et al . , 1990) . This type of 

communication pattern is considered to be conducive to 

healthy family dynamics . Using the three main 

dimensions of cohesion, adaptability and communicati on , 

the Circumplex model recategorized concepts previously 

used by theorists to describe family dynamics (Masselam 

et al . , 1990) . Although research spanning more than 20 

years identified these three dimensions of the 

Circumplex model as vital to obtaining a comprehensive 

view of family dynamics , recent research has focused on 

just the two dimensions of cohesion and adaptability . 
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Research on Circumpl ex Model 

The dimensions of cohesion and adaptabi l ity have 

been used to study the effect of family dynamics on 

school success , aggression in adolescents , and 

adol escent moral thought. Research studies indicated a 

link between l ack of school success and anti-social or 

criminal j uvenile behavior (Steinberg, L . No Date) . 

Research on school success has shown a link between 

lack of school success and cohesion and adaptability 

(Masselam, Marcus and Stunkard, 1990). In the study by 

Masselam et al. two groups of families with adolescents 

were compared. One family had an adolescent in public 

school and one family had an adolescent who had failed 

in public school and had been attending alternative 

school . The study showed that famil ies of the students 

attending public school had more scores in the balanced 

range of cohesion and adaptability, as measured by 

FACES III, than families of students in the alternative 

school setting . The results from the scores confirmed 

that there are differences in adaptability and cohesion 

scores between the two fami ly samples . The research 

also indicated that the family cohesion score was a 

more reliabl e predictor of school success than the 

family adaptability score. However , the authors 

recommended that the adolescents ' adaptability score be 

given strong consideration. They have noted that 
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family adaptability scores may have been affected by 

adolescents in the family being more willing to admit 

failure on the adaptability dimension than their 

parents, while the parents may have placed the blame 

for the failure on the adolescent rather than the 

family unit . The authors noted that the adolescents' 

adaptability scores did differentiate between the 

groups and that it was the adolescents ' perceptions 

that were critical to predicting school success . 

Other studies of family interaction style and 

school success included a study by Harleen Vickers 

published in 1994 which focused on the role of family 

cohesion and adaptability on school success using 

Olson, Russel , and Sprenkle ' s Circumplex model 

{Vickers , 1994). Vickers noted that cohesion and 

adaptability were curvilinear variables which suggested 

that either too much or too little was detrimental for 

optimum family functioning . Vickers once again 

confirmed that the mid- ranges on the dimensions of 

cohesion and adaptability identified families more 

likely to experience school success . Vickers has found 

that families who scored at either end of the cohesion 

and adaptability dimensions were more at risk for la.ck 

of school success than those who scored in the mid

range . Vickers work suggested once again that cohesion 

and adaptabilty provide predictors of school success. 
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Vickers further noted that adolescents who were 

successful in school were less likely to participate in 

juvenile crime (Vickers , 1994) . 

I n addition to research on school success, 

research on family interaction style using cohesion and 

adaptability scores has also focused on moral thought 

among adolescents . Studies reported by Fiona A. White 

(2000) have suggested a correlation between high family 

adaptability and less reliance on the family as the 

source for moral thought among adolescents . She 

further found that adolescents who have rated their 

families on cohesion as very connected have identified 

their families as the primary source of moral thought 

with less emphasis on outside influences. While no 

direct connection between moral thought and juvenile 

crime was established by White's study, White 

established a strong connection between moral thought 

and social actions . 

The final area of research on the family 

interaction styl e using cohesion and adaptabil ity 

scores was aggression. Although research has indicated 

a correlation between cohesion and adaptability with 

school success and moral thought , onl y cohesion was 

found to be related to aggression in adolescents. 

Smith et al. (1999) , in a study investigating the 

etiology of aggression in adolescents found no 
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correlation between adaptability and aggression. Their 

research did find a correlation between cohesion and 

aggression. The research sample was a group of 

adolescents involved in the legal system for assaultive 

crimes . Using the family interaction dimensions of 

cohesion and adaptability along with other factors, 

i.e . , parental rejection, trait anger and anxiety they 

noted that "verbally and physically aggressive 

adolescents [were] likely to live in disengaged 

families " (Smith et al , 1999, page 145) . The authors 

have suggested further research using both adjudicated 

adolescents and adolescents not involved in the 

juvenile legal system to further study juvenile crime. 

Another study focusing on aggression was carried 

by the Journal of Counseling and Development (SllIIIIIler 

2000) . This study by Espelage , Bosworth and Simon 

(2000) focused on a subset of aggression, bullying, in 

the middle school. The research results identified the 

family, once again, as the single most important factor 

in adolescent behavior . Data was collected from a 

large middle school (sixth, seventh, and eighth 

graders) in a large midwestern, economically diverse, 

metropolitan area. The authors of the study noted that 

peer relations , a commonly recognized strong influence 

among adolescents, were a very strong factor in 

influencing the adolescent toward bullying behavior . 
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Yet the authors found that even peer relations failed 

to ''mediate" the influence of the family (Espelage, 

Bosworth & Simon, 2000 , p 333). Therefore, family 

interactions remain a critical area for study . 

As the literature has shown, school success, moral 

thought and aggression have been identified as key 

areas in research on family interaction style and 

juvenile crime. The literature has also shown that 

cohesion and adaptability have emerged as the two major 

dimensions of family interaction . Although studies 

have indicated a link between the dimensions of 

cohesion and adaptability and juvenile crime, research 

in this area has been limited . Little research has 

focused specifically on the dimension 0£ adaptability 

and adolescent criminal behavior . Yet emphasis has 

been placed on further investigation of the 

adaptability scores as they represent the adolescents ' 

perspective . It has been suggested by the research 

that it is possible this perspective in particular 

could provide an important predi ctor in the 

identification of adolescents at risk for juvenil e 

criminal behavior. 
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Methods 
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This study was designed to investigate the 

hypothesis that a rigid, family adaptability score as 

determined by FACES III, is more prevalent in a group 

of incarcerated adolescents t han in a comparable group 

of non-incarcerated adolescents . The adaptability 

scores , as measured by FACES III, of two sample groups 

of adolescents were compared in this study. The first 

set of adaptability scores was obtained from a sample 

group of 67 adolescents ranging in age from 13 to 18 

years of age residing in a large midwestern, suburban 

area lock-down facil ity . Their scores were compared 

with the adaptability scores of 51 adolescents ranging 

from 13 to 18 years of age who have not been 

incarcerated and who attended a l arge suburban 

midwestern area high school and/or a large suburban 

midwestern church . 

Participants 

Two sample groups representing differing 

adolescents , incar cerated or non- incarcerated, were 

included in the study . Convenience sampling was used 

to identify both samples . One group of subjects 

consisted of the entire population of adolescents 

(n=67) of a lock-down facility with which t he author of 

the study had a contact . Similarly, the second group 
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of subjects , non-incarcerated, came from a school 

(n=26) and church (n=25) where the researcher had 

contacts and where the demographical profile of the 

subjects were also similar . All three sites were 

located in and served a large midwestern suburban 

popul ation . It should be noted that of three school 

districts and four churches contacted, only one teacher 

i n one school district and one church administrator 

were willing to have adolescents participate in the 

study. The population from which the incarcerated 

sample was drawn was approximately 49% Caucasian, 49% 

Afro-American and 2% other according to the 

administrator in charge of the facility. The 

popul ation from which the non- incarcerated sampl e was 

drawn was also approximately 49% Caucasian, 49% Afro

American and 2% other according to the teacher and 

administrator of the two (2) sites from which 

adolescents were sampled. The combined total of both 

sample groups was 118 adolescents . 

Of the incarcerated sample 70% were male (n=47) 

and 30% were female (n=20) . Ages ranged from 13 years 

to 18 years with a mean of 15 . 5 years of age . 

Permission to part icipate was based on facility 

management compliance procedures. Completion of the 

FACES III questionnai re was voluntary . 
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Student volunteers returning signed parental 

permission forms , see Appendix 1, comprised the non

incarcerated sample. In the non-incarcerated sample 

35% were male (n=18 ) and 65% were female {n=33) . Ages 

in the non-incarcerated sample also ranged from 13 

years to 18 years with a mean of 15 . 5 years o f age . 

Demographic Characteristics 
of Incarcerated vs . Non-incarcerated Adol escents 

Table 1 

Demographic Incarcerated Non-incarcerated 
Variabl e f % f % 

Gender Male 47 70 18 35 

Female 20 30 33 65 
Age 13 6 8 . 96 7 13 . 73 

14 7 10 . 44 3 5 . 88 

15 16 23 . 88 6 11. 76 

16 32 47 . 76 11 21. 57 

17 7 10.44 18 35 . 29 

18 0 0 5 9 . 80 

Instruments 

A modified Family Adaptability and Cohesion 

Evaluation Scale (FACES III) was used t o measure family 

adaptability scores (Olson, 1985). The modification to 

the form was made by this r esearcher to obtain minimal 

personal information from the part i cipants . The 

modifications to the questionnaire included the use of 

a statement at the t op of t he form to identify whether 

any adolescent in the family had been incarcerated with 
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a coded response of 1 for yes and 2 for no . In 

addition an age block and gender block were added (see 

Appendix II) . These additions did not change the 

content of the questionnaire . The 20 questions on the 

scale measure cohesion and adaptability. All 20 

questions were given and even numbered items summed to 

obtain the adaptability score. Odd numbered items were 

summed to obtain the cohesion score . There are no 

requirement for special skills or training to 

administer the questionnaire (Olson, 1985) nor were 

there requirements related to the setting. FACES III 

has been normed for three groups, adults, families with 

adolescents and young couples. Adults in the range of 

10 to 34 on the cohesion scale , and families with 

adolescents in the range of 10 to 31 along with young 

couples in the range of 10 to 36 are categorized as 

disengaged . The cohesion scale categorizes adults in 

the 35 to 40 range, families with adolescents in the 32 

to 37 range, and young couples in the 37 to 42 range as 

separated. The cohesion scale categorizes adults in 

the 41 to 45 range , families with adolescents in the 38 

to 43 range , and young couples in the 43 to 46 range as 

connected . Lastl y , the cohesion scale categorizes 

adults in the 46 to 50 range, families with adolescents 

in the 44 to 50 range, and young couples in the 47 to 

50 range as enmeshed . There are also four (4) 
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cat egories on the adaptability scal e . The categories 

are rigid, structured, flexible and chaotic. Adults in 

t he 10 to 19 range are categorized as rigid, families 

with adolescents in the 10 to 19 r ange, and young 

couples in the 10 to 21 range are categorized as rigid. 

Adul t s in t he 20 to 24 range, fami l ies with adolescents 

in t he 20 t o 24 range , and young couples in the 22 t o 

26 range are categorized as structured . Adults in the 

25 t o 28 range , f amilies with adolescents in the 25 to 

29 range , and young couples in the 27 to 30 range are 

categorized as fl exible. Lastly on the adaptability 

scale, adults in the 29 to 50 range, families in the 30 

to 50 range, and young couples in the 31 to 50 range 

are categorized as chaotic . 

While FACES I II has been normed for the three 

groups, adults, young couples and families with 

adolescents, for the purposes of this study only the 

norms for families with adolescents were of interest. 

The norms for families with adolescents on FACES III (n 

= 1315 ) for t he year 1983 show a mean of 37 . 1 for the 

cohesion dimension with a standard deviation of 6 . 1 , 

and a mean of 24 . 3 for the adaptability dimension with 

a standard deviat ion of 4 . 8 . The norms show t hat 

approximately 34% of families with adolescents scored 

in the extreme areas on the cohes ion scale with 19% in 

the disengaged range and 15% in t he enmeshed range . 
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The remaining 66% scored in the more desirable balanced 

ranges of separated and enmeshed . Norms in the 

balanced ranges show 30% of the families with 

adolescents were in the separated range, leaving 36% in 

the connected range . The adaptability norms show 30% 

in the extreme ranges with 16% in the rigid range and 

14% in the chaotic range . The norms in the more 

desirable structured and flexible ranges are 37% and 

33% respectively. 

It is reported that FACES III has good face 

validity but test-retest data are not available . FACES 

III has only fair internal consistency with an overall 

alpha of . 68 (Olson, 1985) . Although the internal 

consistency is only fair, it remains widely used in 

research for measuring cohesi on and adaptability 

No attempt was made to include parents or other 

siblings in obtaining the adaptability and cohesion 

scores . While past research using FACES III as the 

test instrument included parents' and siblings ' reports 

to determine a family score (Masselam, Marcus & 

Stunkard, 1990), more recent research emphasizes the 

importance of the individual scores . The individual 

scores as well as differences between sub-sets of 

family scores have been found to be of interest. In 

addition, individual adaptability and cohesion scores 
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have also been suggested as a future research area for 

studying the family (Farrell & Barnes, 1993). 

Procedures 

The author of this study, accompanied by an 

administrator from the lockdown facility , distributed 

the modified FACES III questionnaire to incarcerated 

adolescents in either their classroom or living 

quarters . The adolescents received verbal 

encouragement to participate from their administrator. 

No reward was given. Each adolescent completed the 

questionnaire at that time and returned it to either 

the administrator or directly to the author of this 

study. Although no time limits were given all, 

questionnaires were expected to be completed while the 

author was present. The time required for completion 

of the test ranged from approximately 15 to 20 minutes. 

The questionnaires were collected by the author upon 

completion. 

The non-incarcerated adolescents received a copy 

of the modified FACES III questionnaire from either 

their high school teacher or their church Sunday School 

teacher . Unlike the incarcerated sample, students were 

given the questionaire by the teachers and allowed to 

keep them for later completion . Some questionaires 

were completed at home. The high school students were 

motivated by an offer of extra credit for all returned 
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questionnaires. All responses were returned to the 

teacher and forwarded to the researcher. Those 

questionaires indicating that adolescents in the family 

had been or were presently incarcerated were eliminated 

from this group. Although a possibility exists that 

more than one (1) subject from a single family could be 

included no effort was made to identify families with 

more than one adolescent responding . 

Design and Data Analysis 

This was a causal comparative study to investigate 

whether incarceration or non-incarceration of an 

adolescent is related to adaptability scores. Data 

analysis comparing the dependent variable , 

adaptability, between the incarcerated and non

incarcerated sample involved using at-test. 
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The hypothesis that a rigid, family adaptability 

score as determined by FACES III , is more prevalent in 

a group of incarcerated adolescents than in a 

comparable group of non-incarcerated adolescents was 

not supported by the data. Table 2 shows the mean and 

standard deviation on adaptability for the incarcerated 

and nonincarcerated groups . The means for both groups 

are very high compared to the normed mean of 24 . 3 for 

adaptability. It is evident that both groups fall into 

the chaotic range. As Table 2 indicates , the results 

of the t -test show that the mean adaptability scores of 

both groups did not differ significantly (t=-.822 , 

p= . 413). 

Table 2 

Group Adaptability Scores 

Incar. N Mean Std. Dev. t 

Yes 67 31.75 8.46 1.03 

No 51 32.96 7 . 22 1 . 01 

Due to the gender imbalance in the two groups , 

with more males in the incarcerated group and more 

females in the nonincarcerated group, t - tests were run 

to check for gender effect . The results suggest that 

there was no significant gender difference in 



adaptability scores (t=-.619, p=.537) see Table 3. 

Therefore , the gender of the adolescent was not an 

extraneous variable that significantly affected the 

outcome of the data analysis . 

Table 3 

Results oft-Tests on Gender Differences 

in Adaptability Scores 

Gender 

Male 

Female 

N 

65 

53 

Mean 

31.86 

32 . 77 

Std. Dev . 

7.84 

8.10 

t 

-.619 
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The crosstabulation of the adaptability categories 

with incarceration status led to an interesting 

finding. The crosstabulation showed that 73% of the 

responding adolescents who scored their families as 

rigid were, in fact , incarcerated. It is also 

interesting to note that of t he 118 total subjects, 81 

or 68.6% scored their families as chaotic. However , 

due to the low numbers in each cell caution must be 

observed in interpreting this information, see Table 4. 
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Table 4 

Crosstabulation of Ada:etability Category 

by Incarceration Status 

Adapt. Not 
Category !near . !near. Category 

f f % Incar . Total 

Rigid 8 3 73 11 

Structrd 8 4 67 12 
Flexible 6 8 43 14 
Chaotic 45 36 56 81 
Total 67 51 118 
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The data does not confirm the hypothesis that 

adolescents who are incarcerated are more likely to 

have low adaptability scores than nonincarcerated 

adolescents . The adaptability scores of the two 

groups , families with incarcerated adolescents or 

families where no adolescents have been incarcerated, 

do not differ significantl y. Although not confirming 

the hypothesis , the resul ts of t his study provide some 

interesting findings. 

The results of this study are consistent with 

earlier research which suggests that adaptability 

scores may be unreliabl e for predicting adolescent 

involvement in crime (Massel am, Marcus , & Stunkard, 

1990). Recommendations f rom this earlier research were 

to investigate a possible correlation between the 

adolescents ' adaptability scores and juvenile crime. 

Using this approach in the current study, the results 

indicate adaptability scores collected from only the 

adolescent cannot identify adolescents at risk for 

incarceration . Thus , the results of this study suggest 

that restricting the source of the adaptability score 

to the adolescent in the family provides no more or 

l ess predictive val ue than using all family members. 

The overall results did not correlate adaptability 
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scores with adolescents at risk for juvenile crime and 

incarceration. 

Another interesting finding in this study is that 

no significant gender differences are found between the 

adaptability scores of males and females for either the 

incarcerated or non-incarcerated populations. This is 

in contrast to earlier studies including one by Ritchie 

which demonstrated a correlation between a rigid family 

and aggression in males (Ritchie, 1991). Based on 

these studies one could expect to find more adolescents 

in the incarcerated sample to report a rigid family 

structure . However, this was not found to be the case 

in the current study. Instead most of the incarcerated 

sample reported a chaotic family structure. However, 

they did not differ from the nonincarcerated 

adolescents in this respect . FACES III is limited in 

predicting which adolescents are at risk for criminal 

behavior . 

Limitations and Recommendations 

In addition to the findings of the current study, 

analysis of the scores of incarcerated and non

incarcerated adolescents in each range on the 

adaptability scale reflects some interesting trends. 

Although caution must be adopted due to this study's 

limitation of low sample numbers , the trends remain of 

interest. The data show that most adolescents in the 
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study, incarcerated or not, view their families as out 

of the more optimal functioning middle ranges on FACES 

III . The data show 69% view their families as chaotic 

while 9% view their families as rigid. According to 

this data , only 22% of all the adolescents surveyed 

identify their families as in a healthily functioning 

family situation. In this study there is a close 

similarity in adaptability between the two sample 

groups with the majority describing their families as 

chaotic. This differs from a study by Masselam, Marcus 

and Stunkard (1990) . In the Masselam et al. study 

adaptability differentiated between two sample groups 

of adolescents (those s uccessful in the public school 

system and those not successful in the publ ic school 

system and considered at risk for juvenile crime). In 

the current study only 3 percentage points separate the 

two groups . The data indicate that 67% of the 

incarcerated adolescents and 70% of the non

incarcerated adolescents scored t heir families as 

chaotic . As both groups score their families 

similarly, this suggests that a factor other than 

adaptability may be reflected in the scores. Family 

adaptability may not be an issue for the incarcerated 

adolescent . 

That an incarcerated adolescent views his family 

as outside the more desirable or balanced (healthily 
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functioning family) mid-range scores according to this 

data is not an unanticipated outcome . Since the family 

is the primary socializing influence (Steinberg, No 

Date) , a poorly functioning, i . e ., dysfunctional 

family, would not be expected to adequately socialize 

the children. Thus the adolescent could be expected to 

have difficulty with society's rules and likely end up 

involved in the legal system which enforces society ' s 

rules. Yet the higher percentage of the incarcerated 

adolescents who view their families as chaotic, 67%, is 

a surprising outcome . One could surmise that an 

adolescent whose family structure lacks rules , or is 

chaotic, would have less to rebel against than the 

incarcerated adolescent from a rigid family structure. 

Yet the data show the reverse to be the case. 

Other factors that might explain the high 

adaptability score include the developmental stage and 

outside influences. In this stage of development, 

puberty and adolescent, adolescents are expected to 

rebel against family norms in their struggle for 

independence. This normal rebellion may be reflected 

in the adolescents ' adaptability results. It is also 

of interest to note that other research has questioned 

whether an adolescent's behavior is a result of a 

family ' s adaptability style or a causal factor 

(Masselam, Marcus and Stunkard, 1990) . In addition, 
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while no attempt was made to collect family work and 

leisure data, it can be noted that many families have 

unprecedented outside influences and demands on their 

time in today's society. This leaves little time for 

participation in family activities and perhaps leads 

adolescents to score their families as chaotic. In 

addition, the growing popularity and availability of 

non-school related sports activities adds to the 

decline in family time. As growing family incomes 

provide the resources, participation in extracurricular 

sports for children and adolescents limits family home 

time. Adolescents' part-time jobs also compete for 

family togetherness and interaction. It is possible 

that as families become more affluent and try to 

provide more opportunities for their children, they are 

unwittingly depriving them of one of their most 

important resources, the family. In addition, as 

adolescents spend more time outside of the family 

influence, they may perceive a lack of family structure 

and rules. 

There is little research on family adaptability 

scores and the impact of family adaptability on 

adolescent behavior. Still, family adaptability 

remains an area of interest. More research in this 

area is needed to either confirm a correlation between 

adolescent criminal behavior and adaptability or 
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establish that there is none . The confirmation of a 

relationship between adolescent incarceration and 

family adaptability scores could provide a tool to 

predict adolescents in at risk for possible criminal 

behavior. Identification of at-risk adolescents and 

their families could provide an opportunity for 

intervention. Counsel ing is one intervention method 

that has been shown to have a positive impact on 

families. Thus counseling directed toward improving 

family adaptability may be an early intervention method 

to reduce adolescent crime. 



Appendix A 

Permission Notice 

36 

Permission is requested for your child to participate in a 

family style and communications survey. I t has been shown that 

families and family members have different styles and methods of 

communicating with one another . The goal of this survey is to 

determine t he family communication style as perceived by the 

adolescent family members. 

The identity of each individual and family will be 

anonymous . This signed permission sheet will be detached from 

the survey prior to completion of the survey by the adolescent 

and stacked separately from the completed survey. The researcher 

will collect both permission slips and completed surveys . 

permission sheets and surveys will be shufled to e l iminate any 

possibility of reassembly. Survey sheets will not be accepted 

unless the adolescent has turned in a signed permission sheet. 

A copy of the survey is included so that you are aware of 

the survey contents and limited biographical data used to 

differentiate and tally results . The survey will be filled out 

and collected at school. This survey is being conducted by a 

graduate student for a Masters thesis and your cooperation is 

greatly appreciated. 

Permission is granted f or my child: Name ___ _____ _ ____ _ 
to participate in the Family Communications Survey. 

Date 
Signed : Parent or Guardian 
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Appendi x B 

Biographical Data: Circle your personal information 

Gender : Mal e Female Age: 13 14 15 16 17 18 

An adolescent in your immediate family, either 
yourself or a sibling, has been in a disciplinary 
lockdown facility longer than overnight: 

1 = Yes 2 = No 

FACES-III 

Please use the following scale 
1 = Almost never 
2 = Once in a while 
3 = Sometimes 

to answer the questions : 
4 = Frequently 
5 = Almost Always 

DESCRIBE YOUR FAMILY NOW: 

1 . Family members ask each other for help . 
2. In solving problems , the children's 

suggestions are followed. 
3 . We approve of each other's friends . 
4 . Children have a say in their discipline. 
5 . We like to do things with j ust immediate 

fami l y . 
6 . Diff erent persons act as leaders in our 

family. 
7. Family members feel closer to other family 

members than to people outside the fami l y . 
8. Our family changes its way of handling tasks. 
9 . Family members like to spend free time with 

each other . 
10 . Parent(s) and children discuss punishment 

together . 
11 . Family members feel very c l ose to each other . 
12 . The children make the decisions in our family . 
13. When our family gets together for activities , 

everybody is present . 
14. Rules change in our family . 
15. We can easily think of things to do together 

as a family . 
16. We shift household responsibil ities from 

person to person . 
17 . Family members consult other family members on 

their decisions . 
18 . It is hard to identify the leader(s ) in our 

family. 
19 . Family togetherness is very important . 
20 . It is hard to tel l who does which household 

chores. 
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