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ABSTRACT 

This study was a descriptive analysis of the social interactions 

of rural fami l ies with oppositional children. It was an attempt to 

determine if the concept of social insularity, found to exist among 

certain urban fami lies with oppositional chi ldren, was appl icable to 

rural famil ies. Seven fami l ies seeking treatment at a rural mental 

health center for behavior problems with their children participated 

in the study. Twice weekly, for a period of 6-12 weeks, an interviewer 

conducted home-based, structured interviews aimed at el iciting detai led 

information about each individual's social contacts. An expanded, 

revised Community Interaction Checkl ist (CIC-R) was used to document 

the information. 

Along the l ines developed by Skinner (195^), the interactions 

were grouped into two categories, "mands" and "tacts." In over half 

the cases in which a family member reported a contact with another 

fami ly member, the contact was not reported by the other party. How 

ever, once both parties agreed on a common interaction, their agree 

ment on its nature and content was quite good. The results revealed 

a strong correlation between reported incidences of criticism and 

negative valence ratings, lending support to earl ier operational defi 

nitions of mand ing. 

All of the seven fami l ies presented at least one of the charac 

teristics of insularity. Five were classified as insular along at 

least two dimensions of the concept. Two famil ies were unusual in that 
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they reported no confl ict, though they appeared to be social ly isolated. 

CIC-R data generated by the mothers was found to be strongly indicative 

of their famil ies' overal l manding rate, and roughly characteristic of 

their famil ies' average number of daily contacts. 

An examination of the sources of manding interactions revealed 

few commonal ities among family members or across fami l ies. Of special 

interest was the finding that mothers frequently viewed others as more 

aversive than their troubled children. 

This study suggests that a family's social contacts alone are 

sufficient to disturb a fami ly's equi l ibrium, even if other stressors 

are absent. It appears that therapeutic intervention with oppositional 

chi ldren must be aimed at multiple sources of confl ict in the fami ly 

system, as the mother/child dyad is frequently not the most significant 

source of frustration and coercion. 
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CHAPTER 

INTRODUCTION 

Oppositional children have received the increasing attention from 

behavioral researchers and therapists over the past two decades, and 

with good reason. Such behaviors as steal ing, truancy, rule violation, 

and property destruction, broadly referred to as "oppositional ," com 

prise today's most common referrals to community mental health centers 

(Tapl in and Reid, 1977). Their patterns of noncomp1 iance with school, 

home, or community rule systems frequently single them out as problems 

in the community before they reach puberty. But perhaps more trou 

bl ing to society than their childhood behavior patterns is their con 

duct as adults. Several studies suggest that certain factors in both 

the chi ld and his parents are associated with chronic deviant behavior. 

Robins (1966) and Roff (1961) conducted post-hoc studies of 

adults who came to the attention of social authorities because of a 

variety of problems. They found that those adolescents whose behaviors 

were characterized by repeated rule violations (e.g., steal ing, lying, 

noncompl iance, vandal ism) were apt to have severe adult problems such 

as criminal records, psychosis, or marginal employment histories. 

The chronicity of this chi ldhood oppositional behavior has been sug 

gested in other longitudinal studies of a thirty year time span (e.g., 

McCord, 1978). 

Some oppositional behaviors seem to be more predictive of 

later problems than others. Several studies suggest that it is the 
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more extreme conduct-disordered children who do not "grow out of" their 

problems (Beach and Laird, 1968; Morris, 1956; Robins, 1966; Westman, 

Rice and Berman, 1967). A recent study by Moore, Chamberlain and 

Mukai (1979) found a strong positive relationship between children 

who steal and later court involvement. The strong correlations be 

tween chi ldhood oppositiona1 ity and adult deviance are compell ing 

reasons for therapeutic intervention during chi ldhood. 

In the early 1960's, behavioral researchers and cl inicians 

began to use the concepts of operant learning theory in treating the 

deviant behaviors of oppositional children. A large number of studies 

emerged which demonstrated that systematic appl ied behavior analysis 

could be used by chi ldren's caretakers, especially their parents. They 

were taught to systematical ly apply the principles of reinforcement, 

punishment, and extinction in natural settings. Given that parents are 

often the most sal ient feature of a chi ld's natural environment, the 

parent training approaches made a good deal of practical sense. Early 

outcome studies confirmed the effectiveness of the new parent-training 

approaches in altering deviant child behavior (e.g., Herbert and Baer, 

1972; Wahler, 1969a; Wahler, 1969b; Zei lberger, Sampen and Sloane, 

1968). 

By 1973, the isolated technique of differential attention (ignor 

ing undesirable behaviors and rewarding desirable ones with attention) 

was widely accepted as the most efficient behavior modification pro 

cedure. Unfortunately, the optimism was premature for several reasons. 

Important contradictory findings suggested that contingency shifting 

was not effective across-the-board (O'Leary, Becker, Evans and Saudargas, 
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1969; Wahler, I968; Wahler, 1969a). The addition of a punishment (time 

out) procedure was often necessary to produce stable, positive change. 

Other studies revealed that so-called "unintended effects" were obtained 

in non-targeted behaviors when contingency management was directed at a 

single response (Herbert, Pinkston, Hayden, Sajwaj, Pinkston, Cordua 

and Jackson, 1973; Sajwaj, Twardosz and Burke, 1972; Wahler, Sperl ing, 

Thomas, Teeter and Luper 1970). This suggested that it was difficult 

to alter one behavior without altering the others, as responses do not 

seem to operate independently of one another in a natural environment. 

Researchers set out to predict, and then make use of, these 

"side-effects" and to deal with the negative ones. This necessitated 

a broader, more wide-ranging study of children's behaviors than had 

ever been conducted by operant researchers. In pursuing this task, 

behavioral scientists found themselves relying heavi ly on the pioneer 

work of the behavioral ecologists, who had been studying the behavior 

of chi ldren in natural environments for two decades (Barker, 1965; 

Barker and Wright, 195^; Willems, 197^). Their work had demonstrated 

that chi ldren's behaviors rarely occur in readily-definable stimulus-

response units, a finding that was somewhat new to behavioral researchers. 

Though simple S-R units were rarely discernible, extensive basel ine mea 

sures of chi ldren's behaviors revealed that certain behaviors seemed to 

covary. It was possible to document these through newly developed, 

ecologically-minded, measurement guides (e.g., Wahler, House and Stam-

baugh, 1976). Using these new methods of observation and measurement, 

some prel iminary steps were made in predicting response class clusters 

(Wahler and Kara, 1977; Wahler and Moore, 1975). 
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Difficulties which were observed with general ization also called 

for a more detailed analysis of the environments in which problem be 

haviors occurred. Though most behavior modification researchers and 

cl inicians acknowledged the importance of general ization, they often 

did not provide for it in the careful manner in which they devised 

their interventions. Frequently, general ization across settings, 

behaviors and time was a tacit assumption, and one which unfortunately 

was not borne out. Positive changes in one setting were sometimes 

counterbalanced by equally negative ones in another, or no change at 

al l (e.g., Wahler, 1969b). The val idity of the assumption of across 

behavior general ization was of course jeopardized by the disturbing 

"side-effects" data. Few studies included long-term follow-up data 

to permit an evaluation of general ization effects across time. In 

197^, several review articles supported the notion that, to that date, 

there had been l ittle evidence of post-termination maintenance effects 

(O'Dell, ]S7k; O'Leary and Kent, 1973; Tavormina, 197^). The early 

work of Roger Barker at the University of Kansas had clear impl ica-

tions which, if recognized earl ier, could have predicted the general 

ization problems of behavioral interventions. His data suggested that 

the overal l type of environmental setting was a good predictor of a 

chi ld's behavior pattern. In essence, this anticipated the research 

findings that children's behavior patterns rarely general ize across 

settings. 

Thus, parent training strategies appeared to grow more complex 

as they developed. They were not the simple, clear-cut procedures 

earlier presented with optimism. Some of the foremost researchers to 
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disseminate information about parent training strategies were Gerald R. 

Patterson and his colleagues at the Oregon Research Institute. They 

attempted to uti l ize the most current research findings in order to 

develop successful treatment packages. In response to the admonitions 

of the behavior ecologists, and keeping in mind the occasional dismal 

treatment failures, Patterson's studies were broad in scope and de 

signed to investigate the effectiveness of treatment programs across 

many dimensions (Patterson, I97^a). As early as \3lh, Patterson began 

to correlate certain family variables that were rel iably associated 

with a negative treatment outcome. Among these, famil ies with an 

absent father and famil ies of low socioeconomic classes seemed to 

benefit less often than others. 

At the same time, Robert G. Wahler and his col leagues at the 

Child Behavior Institute in Knoxvi l le, Tennessee began to equate their 

adapted behavioraI/systems views with the theories of the "family 

therapists" (Bateson, Jackson, Haley and Weakland, 1956; Minuchin, 

197't). The new alternative models, necessari ly descriptive at the 

onset, suggested that an individual's behavior is controlled by a com 

plex interdependency of reinforcers and discriminative stimul i of vari 

ous family members and significant others. The dyad was considered to 

be only a small element of a much more complex system. This focus on 

the fami ly as an interacting system was also precipitated by researchers 

whose results pointed to obvious "gaps" in their parent training ap 

proaches. One such study (Ferber, Keeley and Shemberg, 197'*) concluded 

that "at termination, all felt that the 'real' problems had been ig 

nored. The marital and parent-child relationships were unchanged" 
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(p. 'tl?). Such fai lures were felt to be more sal ient than any positive 

changes in the child's noncompl iant behaviors. 

Since the mid-1970's, there has been an increasing literature on 

those variables correlated with success (or failure) in parent training 

programs. Many explanations and potential strategies have been offered 

in the hope of keeping fami l ies in treatment and insuring that positive 

results wi ll be maintained and general ized. These two goals are crucial 

in the l ight of recent gloomy statistics on therapy attendance, drop 

out rate, and post-termination maintenance (see, for example. Forehand 

and Atkeson, 1977; Mash, 1976; Mira, 1970). One promising study by 

Alexander, Barton, Schiavo and Parsons (1976) addressed a crucial 

treatment variable often recognized but rarely empirical ly examined: 

the therapists' relationship ski lls. This prel iminary examination of 

particular therapist ski lls, broadly referred to as "structuring" and 

"relationship" ski l ls, indicated that these identified therapist char 

acteristics may account for as much as 60^ of the outcome variance in 

a parent training study! Unfortunately, to date, there has been sparse 

follow-up data on this treatment variable and it remains a truly un 

known quantity. 

A multipl icity of studies has emerged correlating certain 

fami ly variables with the chronic oppositiona1 ity of a chi ld and/or 

a low probabi l ity of treatment success. Marital satisfaction (John 

son and Lobitz, 197^; Oltmanns, Broderick and O'Leary, 1977; Reisinger, 

Frangia and Hoffman, 1976); vague, unspecific "Beta" commands issued 

by the mother or a sheer frequency of commands (Forehand, King, Peed 

and Yoder, 1975; Forehand, Wells and Sturgis, 1978; Johnson and Lobitz, 
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197^); depression (Griest, Wells and Forehand, 1979; Patterson, 1976); 

general family discord (Rutter, 1971; Tait and Hodges, 1962); and 

parental perceptions of their child's deviance (Forehand, King, Peed 

and Yoder, 1975; Green, Forehand and McMahon, 1979; Johnson and 

Lobitz, 197'<; Ross, 197^+) have all been shown to be variables of 

relevance. 

Systematic observations, conducted in the homes of normal fami 

l ies and those fami l ies referred for treatment, revealed some general 

facts about fami ly interactions, and led to the formation of the "co 

ercion hypothesis," (Patterson and Reid, 1970). This hypothesis ac 

counts in part for several of the fami ly variables, cited above, which 

are associated with treatment fai lure. 

Patterson determined that, with the exception of fathers, all 

members of a family in which there are aggressive children are signifi 

cantly more coercive in their interchanges than are their equivalents 

in non-problem fami l ies (Patterson, 1976). Such coercive behavior on 

the part of these chi ldren frequently seems to be a counterattack to 

a simi lar stimulus. Patterson and his colleagues further demonstrated 

that a referred child's aversive behaviors greatly increase the chances 

that his parents will react in some way to his actions, in either a 

positive or negative manner (Patterson and Moore, 1978). In non-

referred children, punishment from a parent has a well-known suppres-

sive effect on the undesirable behavior (Snyder, 1977)- In families 

of oppositional children, punishment seems to produce the opposite 

result: the children are more apt to continue in their coercive, oppo 

sitional behaviors (Patterson, 1976; Snyder, 1977). Thus, these 
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aversive interchanges seem to take place in large sequences or "chunks." 

A single case study by Patterson and Moore (1978) suggests that these 

continued coercive interchanges usually continue until someone (usu 

ally an exasperated parent) gives in. 

These findings were the origin of the "coercion-trap" hypothe 

sis: children, in the course of growing up, ask for many things they 

desire (staying up late, extra candy, etc.). These requests are termed 

"mands," in l ine with Skinner's (195^) functional concept to describe 

a behavior which demands or specifies its own reinforcer: in this case, 

compl iance. If a parent gives in to the request, the manding produces 

positive reinforcement for the young chi ld. The parent, on the other 

hand, is negatively reinforced in that the child finally terminates 

the aversive manding behavior. In famil ies with oppositional chi ldren, 

these sorts of interchanges become "locked in," so that the family 

members are unable to interact with one another without manding. Thus, 

in these famil ies, manding is frequently the exclusive mode of communi 

cation. 

Given the permanence and rigidity of such interaction styles, 

one would doubt that any intervention would be helpful in reducing the 

mutual attacks and coercions. However, parent re-education, emphasiz 

ing a systematic appl ication of reinforcement and punishment procedures, 

has been shown to effectively reduce the coercive processes in some 

fami l ies (Patterson and Fleishman, 1979). In the course of their train 

ing, parents attempt to reduce their attacks, and those of other chil 

dren, directed towards the problem chi ld. They also reduce the child's 

attacks towards them through the systematic use of punishment. This 
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decrease in the reinforcement for aversive behavior is accompanied by 

parent-administered positive reinforcement for prosocial behaviors, 

independent toy play, and other desirable activities (see Wahler and 

Fox, 1980b). 

These drastic, positive changes on the part of the parents are 

usually achieved by training parents to recognize those particular co 

ercive processes operating within their family. in these sequences, a 

mother must be able to "spot" a coercion-trap before she will be suc 

cessful in altering her own behavior and that of her children. A key 

aspect of this parent re-education model is that the positive changes 

in the parent's management skills wi ll be maintained by negative re 

inforcement: her child wi ll no longer demonstrate as much aversive or 

oppositional behavior. 

Unfortunately, the success of parent training of this type has 

not been evidenced across-the-board with a wide variety of famil ies. 

Several parent training attempts have been dismal failures, and of 

course have equally poor follow-up results (e.g., Ferber, Keeley and 

Shembert, 1974; Johnson and Christensen, 1975). Patterson reported in 

1974 that several of his successful ly treated famil ies required on the 

average of 1.9 hours in "booster" follow-up sessions. 

Patterson and Fleishman (1979) observed that the use of punish 

ment is the sole behavior modification technique that most parents use 

consistently during parent training. Parents quickly learn that such 

contingencies as time-out, withdrawal of privileges, etc., reduce the 

undesirable behaviors effectively. However, maintaining the use of 

prosocial, positively reinforcing behaviors seems to be too difficult 
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a task. Apparently, there is no positive reinforcement available to 

parents for their use of positive reinforcement within the family, and 

thus it is rarely used. This appears to be especially true once parent 

training has been terminated. Even the use of contingency-based pun 

ishment is often not maintained at follow-up. Wahler demonstrated in 

an important study that even parents who are successful in treatment 

may not demonstrate maintenance of treatment gains (1980a). This is 

especial ly disturbing evidence that positive treatment gains are not 

always "intrinsically rewarding." 

The many factors cited above--depression, poverty, single-parent 

households, fami ly discord, coercion traps--contribute to an overall 

picture of a fami ly beset with a flood of aversive factors which seem 

much more sal ient to the beleaguered parent than the behavior of her 

oppositional chi ld. Such disruptions as divorce, loss of job, finan 

cial problems, confusion over therapy appointments, and disorganization 

almost routinely characterize those famil ies who are the most difficult 

cases to treat (Patterson and Fleishman, 1979). Along a simi lar l ine, 

Giovannoni and Bi l l ingsley (1970) reported that neglectful parents were 

characterized by multiple stressors from many sources, and few supports 

in coping with these. Such mothers were l ikely to have more children, 

marital strife, and poor, impoverished social relationships than their 

non-neglectful counterparts. 

It is thus hypothesized that the more severe are the family's 

l iving conditions, the less is the probabi lity of treatment effective 

ness. Given this assumption, certain family characteristics would be 

the key determinants of treatment success and general ization. Wahler 
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and his colleagues have produced a body of promising research based on 

these particular assumptions. It is this research that is the focus of 

the present study. 

The first study to isolate specific community status factors as 

they related to the probabil ity of success in a parent training program 

was conducted by Wahler and Moore (1975)• The effectiveness of their 

treatment procedures was investigated among fami l ies l iving in vastly 

different parts of the city, designated "high risk" and "low risk." 

The former were characterized by poverty, non-intact fami l ies, a low 

educational level of the primary caretaker, a high crime rate, and 

crowded l iving conditions. The low risk neighborhood was a character 

istic middle and upper-middle class area. Comparisons of the two areas 

are troublesome because of the many differences between them. The two 

areas of the city seemed to be differentiated by the source of referral 

to treatment; high risk fami l ies were more apt to be referred by com 

munity agencies, whi le parents were the initiators of treatment in low 

risk fami l ies. The presenting problems also differed among the two 

groups, as chi ldren of high risk fami l ies were found to exhibit more 

problems out of the sight of parents. The low risk chi ldren exhibited 

three times the amount of noncomp1 iance and temper outbursts with 

their parents than did the high risk children. 

Those fami l ies l iving in the high risk area exhibited a signifi 

cantly higher drop-out rate. Even when treatment was judged to be suc 

cessful with a high risk parent, these gains were not maintained at 

follow-up. It was hypothesized that these general ization failures were 

due to specific factors in the social systems networks of these high 

risk neighborhoods (see also Garbarino and Sherman, 1980). 
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This hypothesis found early support in the research of Berland 

(1976), who observed sets of within-family interactions as a matrix of 

correlations. In l ine with Patterson's work, he discovered that fami 

l ies of violent children exhibit more stereotypical behavior in their 

interactions than non-problem famil ies. Notably, he demonstrated that 

some of the behaviors of the oppositional children could be rel iably 

predicted based on the interactions of other family members (see also 

Minuchin, 197^). These two related areas of research led to the 

development of a social systems analysis based on three levels of 

interaction: the response classes of the chi ld, "response clusters"; 

the interactional system of the family; and the fami ly as an interact 

ing unit in the community system (Wahler, Berland, Coe and Leske, 1977). 

The researchers at the Child Behavior institute developed a 

means of describing these hypothetical social networks among fami ly 

members and in the community. This consisted of a simple questionnaire, 

the Community Interaction Checklist (CIC) which was designed to provide 

a weekly measure of a variety of parental social contacts. Specific 

data pertaining to the interactions were obtained, including the number 

of social contacts with persons l iving outside the home, their duration, 

the location of the interactions, and the interactions' perceived va 

lence (on a scale from -3 to +3). This information was gathered from 

the mother, who was almost invariably the principle caretaker. 

The data from the CIC's were in no way "objective," in that they 

were the reports of single individuals. However, they proved to be 

valuable sources of information as "observers' summary reports," 

(Wahler, Berland, and Leske, 1977). The data were of great significance 
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as phenomenolog1ca1 reports, based on the cl ient's unique perceptions 

of her day-to-day interactions. This sort of "subjective" measurement 

has been reconsidered of late, and behavioral researchers have begun 

to rely on it as a primary means of data collection (see Wolf, 1978). 

The data from the CIC yielded interesting results about the 

social contacts of high risk mothers which led to the "insularity 

hypothesis." These fami l ies appear to be insulated from their social 

context, and those interactions they do have in the community seem to 

be nonfunctional in terms of their family's day-to-day interactions. 

The fami ly process seems to be independent of social input from the 

community at large--sort of an aversive, mutually coercive microcosm. 

Such high risk, insular mothers reported an average of only three 

extra-fami ly contacts per day, the greatest proportion of which were 

with helping agency representatives and extended kinfolk. Most impor 

tantly, these insular mothers rated a high proportion of their social 

contacts as aversive in nature. In contrast, non-insular mothers 

averaged ten social contacts per day, with the greatest proportion 

of these occurring with friends. They tended to be better educated, 

to have higher incomes, and were much more l ikely to sustain thera 

peutic gains (Wahler, Leske and Rogers, 1979)-

Low risk, non-insular mothers appear to be more spontaneous in 

the planning of social interactions and more in tune with the tried and 

true support networks well known by most fami l ies. The high risk, insu 

lar mother frequently views such friendship or community networks as 

intrusive or bothersome, or may not be fami l iar with them at all. What 

interchanges she does have with community resources are not self-
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initiated, and usually involve coercive, "manding" episodes. (This 

isolation from community support systems and the troubled relation 

ships that exist between these families and helping agencies have been 

l inked to child abuse: see Giovannoni, 1971; Parke and Collmer, 1975). 

The CIC enables one to derive a valence rating of an individual's 

interactions, based on a scale of +3 to -3. This may be viewed as a 

subjective appraisal of the pleasurableness of an interpersonal inter 

action. The aversive valence ratings obtained from the insular mothers 

described above are not surprising, given Patterson's extensive work on 

the coercive nature of within-family interactions. What emerges is a 

picture of coercive interchanges dupl icated in kind throughout the insu 

lar family's community interactions. Just as the insular mother views 

her chi ld as a demanding, whining, noncompl iant source of frustration, 

she views her neighbors, acquaintances, child welfare worker and thera 

pist as simi larly coercive. Each person with whom she interacts has 

his own set of demands, to further beleaguer the already-harassed mother. 

These multiple coercion-traps lead to a gradual decrease in the rein 

forcement value of both parties, and thus diminished contact whenever 

possible. (Evidence in support of this hypothetical process may be 

found in studies by Wahler, 1969a and Wahler, 1968. These analyses 

indicate that oppositiona1, coercive children are not l ikely to find 

parental approval reinforcing.) 

Thus the coercive nature of most of the social interchanges in 

which the oppositional chi ld's fami ly is involved leads to a gradual, 

but pervasive, social isolation, or a "narrowing of family interaction 

style" (Wahler, 1979). Such pervasively coercive interactional styles 
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are presumably key determinants of treatment success, especially given 

the fact that the mother is frequently the sole behavior change agent! 

This hypothetical general ized insularity has been evidenced in other 

coercion-traps in which the mother is locked (Wahler, 1979). Perhaps 

the most important source of coercion for the insular mother is her own 

immediate family-especial ly her husband, boyfriend or mother. One 

study investigating parent-parent coercion reported that parents of 

oppositional children reported greater than two aversive interchanges 

with each other per day (Wil ls, Weiss and Patterson, 197'<). Though no 

causal explanations may be drawn from such data, numerous studies have 

shown positive correlations between parent-chi ld problems and marital 

dissatisfaction (e.g., Lobitz and Johnson, 197^). 

This hypothetical relationship between multiple sources of co 

ercion and childhood oppositiona1 ity was further explored in an inge 

nious study by Wahler (1980a). Operating under the assumption that a 

mother's dai ly social interchanges might have an i nd i rect effect on her 

child-rearing efforts, he gathered CiC data from insular mothers on two 

types of days. On those days when the mother dealt primarily with kin-

folk and various helping agency representatives ("low friendship days"), 

home observations revealed that parent-chi ld problems were at their 

worst. On those days when the mother interacted primarily with friends 

("high friendship days"), parent-chi ld problems were significantly re 

duced. This study provides compell ing evidence that a mother's commun 

ity interactions may influence her parenting, as has also been the case 

wi th mari tal strife. 
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The eighteen mothers who participated in the above study each 

experienced at least one coercive relationship with an adult in the 

community, typically a relative. Wahler postulates that the inabil ity 

of these famil ies to maintain treatment gains at a one year follow-up 

was directly l inked to these coercive relationships. While the parent 

trainer had been busy reducing the coercive nature of the parent-child 

dyad, these other (perhaps more sal ient) sources of coercion had 

flourished. Especially after formal treatment was terminated, the 

insular mother had few supports and encouragement for maintaining a 

non-coercive relationship with her child, especially given the myriad 

of everyday crises with which she had to cope. 

The impl ications for the relationship of the patient with the 

therapist are clear: the parent trainer or therapist is also construed 

as a source of coercion, and one which should be placated as long as 

necessary. Any changes accompl ished during parent training are thus 

the result of the ever-present therapist, rather than a product of a 

mutually reinforcing relationship. Once parent training is terminated, 

the therapist's mands stop, and the only source of reinforcement is the 

better-behaved child, and it is negative reinforcement, at that. It is 

no wonder that extraneous, coercive variables outweigh the impetus for 

treatment maintenance. 

Since the early formulations of the hypothetical concept of insu 

larity (Wahler, Leske and Rogers, 1979), additional research has begun 

to broaden and clarify its characteristics. In response to subsequent 

CIC data indicating that the sheer number of social contacts per day is 

not predictive of an insular l ife-style, new definitions of insularity 



17 

use the type of social contact as the sole criteria. Now, Wahler and 

his colleagues refer to a mother as insular if two-thirds of her social 

contacts are with helping agencies and kinfolk (Wahler, Hughey and 

Gordon, I98I). Such social contacts almost invariably involve a high 

proportion of negative valence ratings. 

A most promising area of new research involves the careful exam 

ination of characteristics of the insular mother which may influence, 

indirectly, her child-rearing attempts. In partial repl ication of an 

earl ier study (Wahler, 1979), Wahler and Afton (1980) noted significant 

differences between insular and non-insular mothers in their use of 

clear, concise speech and in their attribution of blame. The non-

insular mothers seem to benefit from parent training in that they learn 

to provide more detai led summary reports, seem to be better "trackers" 

of their chi ldren's behavior, and show less blame attribution than at 

the onset of treatment. On the other hand, their insular counterparts 

seem to continue in their global , blame-oriented response styles, even 

after extensive training. Such blame-oriented summary reports have 

been shown to maintain even after the child's target problems have been 

reduced (Wahler and Leske, 1973). The question emerges once again: 

what perpetuates such a blame-oriented, coercive, global attitude? The 

current research suggests that the multiple stressors mentioned above 

al l contribute to the coercive cycle. 

Dumas and Wahler (1981) have further clarified the picture of an 

insular fami ly through correlational analyses l inking insularity with 

four key socio-demographic variables: low income; lack of education; 

high crime areas; and outside pressure to enter therapy. Whi le all of 
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these factors are associated with a diminished probabil ity of treatment 

success, insularity is the best predictor of treatment failure. The 

chances of treatment success decrease to one in five if the variable of 

insularity is combined with any of the above-mentioned socioeconomic 

disadvantages. Insularity and disadvantage seem to routinely appear 

together. It appears that once a certain level of stress emerges in 

the family--from whatever sources, whether they be economic, marital, 

environmental--the fami ly can no longer function productively (see 

Rutter, 1978). 

The dimension of insularity has also begun to be l inked to spe 

cific problems manifested by referred chi ldren. Parents of chi ldren 

who steal have been shown to have a far greater number of kinfolk social 

contacts than parents of non-stealers, and their overall contacts are 

more aversive in nature (Hughey and Wahler, I98I). Parent-chi ld dyads 

in insular fami l ies also engage in longer episodes of mutually-coercive 

interchanges, as if they "just can't stop" (Wahler, Hughey and Gordon, 

1981). This is predictable in the l ight of Patterson's earl ier find 

ings regarding "punishment acceleration" (Patterson, 1976). 

To date, the study of the insular mother and her fami ly has been 

confined to urban settings. It is not known whether or not the concept 

of insularity is appl icable to fami l ies who live in rural areas. The 

stereotype of a helpful , large extended family network in country sur 

roundings suggests that the term is not appropriate. Much sociological 

l iterature to date has supported the notion that a large family in 

rural settings serves as a stable support system: 
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. . . the rural populations of America center their l ives and 
find their satisfactions in the home to a greater degree than 
urban peoples. This is necessarily the case because of the 
paucity of near-by countervail ing attractions. . . . The daily 
occupations are on the homestead and bring the members of the 
family into constant or frequent Intercourse . . . the home 
stands out as the most important rural institution, when mea 
sured by standards of use and dependency; and fami ly ties hold 
the chief place in the mesh of social relationships (Rura1 
Sociology, John M. Gi llette, 1936, pp. h2S-k30). 

The present study will attempt to determine whether or not mothers 

of troubled children in rural settings approximate the characteristics 

of insularity found in urban areas. More detai led information will be 

gathered about the nature of the social interactions to gain a fuller 

understanding of their pleasant and aversive qual ities. Attempts will 

be made to interview entire famil ies to supplement previous studies 

which have focused only on the mother. Given this broad and in-depth 

information about rural fami l ies' social contacts, it should be possi 

ble to generate hypotheses about the major sources of behavioral in 

fluence. 



CHAPTER I I 

METHOD 

Subjects 

Subj'ects were seven families seeking treatment at a rural mental 

health center for behavior problems with one or more children in the 

family. The fami l ies were preselected on the basis of certain family 

and parent characteristics. The study was carried out under the aus 

pices of the mental health center, and it was a precondition that the 

targeted children in the famil ies to be studied be actively involved in 

treatment there during the course of the study. Involvement in the 

study was also contingent upon the famil ies' therapists' determination 

that participation in the study would not undermine therapeutic work. 

According to earl ier work by Wahler, Leske, and Rogers (1979), 

insular mothers tend to have an average of three social contacts per 

day, the greatest proportion of these occurring with fami ly members or 

helping agency representatives. They reported high proportions of 

aversive interchanges with their contact sources. Additional ly, non-

insular mothers tend to be better educated and to have higher incomes 

than their non-insular counterparts. Referral source was another dis 

criminating factor among insular and non-insular mothers; the latter 

customarily initiated contact as a result of a self-referral or the 

recommendation of a physician or friend. The group of insular mothers 

was usually referred by a helping agency representative (e.g.. Juvenile 

Court or the Department of Human Services). 

20 
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In an attempt to preselect a group of families which would repre 

sent both insular and non-insular mothers, subjects were chosen with a 

variety of socioeconomic levels, educational attainment, and referral 

source. They held the common characteristics of residing in a uniformly 

rural community and the fact that all of the famil ies had sought treat 

ment for the oppositional behaviors of their children. In all of the 

families, the helping efforts were focused on the children, and the 

most common treatment modality was individual therapy (in 6 of 7 fami 

l ies). However, in al l of the famil ies, the parent(s) were seen in 

col lateral sessions and one mother was involved in fami ly therapy. The 

children's referral problems were similar to those detai led at length 

in the l iterature on oppositional children (e.g., Wahler, 1976) and 

included behaviors occurring in interaction with a parent as well as 

those more inaccessible to detection and correction. Table 1 describes 

the problems of the targeted chi ldren as well as demographic information 

about their famil ies. Though the referral source differed greatly (as 

well as did the eventual consequences of terminating treatment), all of 

the mothers had indicated a desire for their chi ldren to remain involved 

in therapy and to reduce the occurrence of oppositional behaviors. 

Measurement Techniques 

An initial intervlew with each family in their own home allowed 

the researcher to explain the purpose of the study and its descriptive 

nature. At that time, twice weekly, prearranged interview times were 

scheduled. These periods, usually one-half hour in duration, were" 

selected as being that time of the day and week when most individuals 
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in the fami ly were l ikely to be at home and available for interview. 

Twice weekly, an interviewer visited the fami ly's home and interviewed, 

individually, each member of the family. (in all famil ies, all family 

members customarily l iving in the home agreed to be interviewed. The 

researcher el iminated from participation only those children too young 

to answer the interview questions adequately.) During the individual 

interactions, the interviewer conducted a structured interview aimed at 

el iciting the following information: number of social contacts that 

particular day; who initiated their contacts; their duration; a l isting 

of the general topics discussed; whether or not there was critical ity 

(stemming from either party) in the interaction. An expanded, revised 

Community Interaction Checkl ist (CIC-R) was used to document the above 

information. The CIC-R, based on the original CIC used by Wahler et al. 

(1979) permits an accurate description of the full range of social con 

tacts experienced by al l fami ly members—not just the mothers, as in 

previous studies--both inside and outside the family home. 

Appendix A illustrates a sample completed CIC-R, taken from an 

actual interview with a targeted child. This measure permits quick 

documentation of all social interactions both within the family and 

outside the family context occurring that day for a given individual. 

A separate data sheet of the CIC-R is completed for each individual 

contact on a given day. Thus, if a subject reported five social con 

tacts on a particular day, the interviewer would leave the subject's 

home with five completed data sheets of the CIC-R for that individual. 

It is important to bear in mind that, in keeping with previous studies 

util izing the CIC, this measurement is admittedly, and by design. 
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considered to be a subjective summary report. It is, of course, not an 

objective record of an individual's social interactions, and is not 

interpreted as such. 

Observer Training and Measurement Rel iabil ity 

The CIC-R measurement system cannot be tested for observer reli 

abi l ity in the usual way. However, previous studies (Dumas and Wahler, 

1981) have demonstrated that the data generated by the Community Inter 

action Checkl ist may be tested for rel iabil ity using a cross-check pro 

cedure. This involves a brief telephone interview of the parties con 

tacted by the subject, based upon the information obtained from the CIC. 

Such a check allows one to test for agreement among the two parties. 

Dumas and Wahler found substantial support for the assumption that an 

individual is accurate in reporting that an interaction did, in fact, 

occur (agreement X = .98). There was also moderate agreement on the 

valence (positive or negative) of the contact (agreement X = .76). 

The cross-checking procedure described above was not possible in 

the current study due to the l imitations imposed by the confidential 

relationship between the mental health center and the fami l ies. Based 

on the findings of Dumas and Wahler, it may be assumed that the self-

reported contacts documented in the CIC-R are consistent, and generally 

accurate along the dimensions previously studied. In this study, this 

assumption could be explored with the l imits of confidential ity by 

examining the CIC-R data generated by two members of the same household 

reporting a common interaction. 
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Al l measures were taken by undergraduate observers who were 

trained and supervised by staff members of the rural mental health 

center. A consultative/l iaison relationship was also maintained with 

the professional staff of the Child Behavior Institute in Knoxville, 

Tennessee. Training of the observers consisted of a three-week train 

ing seminar which focused on the use of the CIC-R, role playing of inter 

view situations, and practice completing the CIC-R during the course of 

simulated interviews. The observers' completed CIC-R data sheets, col 

lected during many simulated interviews, were subjected to rel iabil ity 

checks to determine their agreement with the "master" observer. Observ 

ers were assigned to families only after a personal interview with the 

researchers to determine if they were appropriate interviewers, and 

after they had obtained SS% agreement with the "master" observer in the 

class. Following their assignment to famil ies, the observers met in 

once weekly seminars to discuss any problems encountered in interview 

ing or completing the CIC-R form accurately. 

Potential Impact of Treatment on a Natural istic 
Picture of Family Functioning 

The study reported here may be viewed as a compromise between 

a purely descriptive study and the difficulties in obtaining a stable 

population sample of isolated, rural fami l ies with oppositional children. 

By nature, an isolated fami ly rarely seeks help voluntarily from a local 

mental health center and would seldom volunteer to participate in a 

descriptive study entail ing visitors into their home! These difficulties 

were mediated by selecting fami l ies who already were involved in treat 

ment at the mental health center. Though this may indicate a large 
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"pre-selection" factor in choosing famil ies to be studied, it should be 

remembered that many of the families were referred for treatment with 

imposing repercussions should they have failed to participate in therapy 

(e.g., juveni le detention centers, etc.). These fami l ies were, for the 

most part, not those one would normally expect to volunteer for such a 

study. Most had come to the mental health center under duress, and were 

wi ll ing to participate in the study insofar as it was separate from 

their treatment program. Thus, although some members of all of the 

fami l ies were involved in treatment, there was no intention to study 

its functional impact on the family. Therapy was viewed as a common, 

though potentially confounding, variable across all famil ies. There is 

some tentative support in the l iterature which gave us our impetus for 

ignoring the functional impact of treatment on CIC self-report. Wahler 

and his colleagues at the Chi ld Behavior Institute (I98O) noted that 

"there is l ittle to suggest that the mother chi ld treatment program 

altered the mothers' extra-fami ly interaction patterns--and, of course, 

there is l ittle to expect that it would" (p. 15)-

The principal intent of the study is to describe as clearly as 

possible the intra-fami ly and extra-fami ly community interaction net 

work experienced by the rural family with troubled chi ldren. Given the 

strong support in the l iterature for the notion that this network has 

strong, though indirect, effects on child rearing, such a descriptive 

study appears cal led for prior to further experimental work with the 

rural fami ly. 

One final note is mentioned pertaining to the characteristics 

of the fami l ies and those who interviewed them. The undergraduate 
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interviewers were students at a local, rural community college—for the 

most part natives of the geographic region to be studied, and not dis 

similar to the family members they interviewed. This element was in 

cluded in order to minimize the notable differences between the subjects 

and those whose task it was to describe them. The effects of the inter 

viewers on their famil ies wil l be discussed in the Results section. 
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RESULTS 

Observer Rel iabi l ity 

As the CIC-R was the only measurement system uti l ized in this 

study, and it is by nature a self-report measure, no objective rel i 

abi l ity checks were obtained other than the 95^ or better documenta 

tion accuracy evidenced by the observers in the training program. 

The assumption that subjects' CIC-R reports are generally accu 

rate was examined by comparing the reports of two members of the same 

household reporting a common interaction on a particular day. A "rate 

of agreement" was attained by examining three categories of the CIC-R: 

whether or not an interaction was reported; the topics reportedly dis 

cussed; and final ly, the affective valence of the interaction. Along 

the l ines originally devised by Skinner (ISS^t), the interactions were 

grouped into two categories, "mands" and "tacts." (The specific method 

of defining these terms is described in the passage below.) 

As is evident from Table 2, there is considerable variabil ity 

among the seven famil ies in each of the three categories. The average 

agreement across all fami l ies on whether or not an interaction occurred 

was .^>4. In other words, in over half of the cases in which one family 

member reported contact with another fami ly member, the contact was not 

reported by the other party. This generally poor agreement rate is 

sharply discrepant from the .98 agreement rate found by Dumas and Wahler 

(1981). It should be noted, however, that the rate of agreement found 

30 
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TABLE 2 

AGREEMENT RATES BETWEEN FAMILY MEMBERS ON THE OCCURRENCE 

OF AN INTERACTION, THE TOPICS DISCUSSED, AND THE 
PRESENCE OF MANDING IN THE INTERCHANGE 

Agreement on Agreement on Agreement on 

Fami ly Interaction Topic Mand ing 

Jones .42 1.0 1.0 

Wi]nams .33 1.0 0 

B1ack 0 0 0 

Sm i th .167 0 0 

Wallace .5 1.0 1.0 

Stevens .81 .76 1.0 

Dav i s .69 .67 .67 

Overa1 1 Med i ans .42 .76 .67 
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in the current study is a reflection of a "recall" task (the CIC-R). 

The cross-checking method util ized by Dumas and Wahler more closely 

approximated a "recognition" task, as they were implicitly reminding 

their subjects of a contact merely by inquiring about their inter 

actions that day. Due to the restraints imposed by confidential ity, 

the parties contacted in the Dumas and Wahler study were aware of the 

nature of the project, and the fami lies who were involved as subjects. 

This knowledge probably served as a strong "prompt" to recall inter 

actions with that particular fami ly. 

As may be seen from Table 2, once both parties have reported a 

common interaction, their agreement on its nature and content is sur 

prisingly good. In 86.7^ of the common interactions, fami ly members 

agreed on the nature of the exchange (was it a mand or a tact?). There 

was also moderate agreement on the topics discussed. 

The effects of choosing college student interviewers from the 

same geographic region as those of the subjects seemed to provide posi 

tive, though subtle, changes in the data collection process. Most 

interviewers reported that, within several visits, their subject/fami 

l ies had grown to enjoy their visits and looked forward to their arrival. 

Many commented on the apparent social isolation of their subject/fami 

l ies, and their appraisal that a non-threatening, non-intrusive visitor 

from outside the home was a welcome change. It appeared that the cul 

tural simi larity of the interviewers to their subjects enhanced their 

abil ity to create this non-threatening, mutually pleasant relationship. 

Of course, these pleasant relationships may be viewed as additional 

sources of social reinforcement for the subjects, which may have been 

operating to somewhat distort the data. 
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A Look at the Concept of Mand 

Skinner (1954) originally introduced the functional concept of 

"mand" to refer to a behavior which demands or specifies compl iance 

from another party. Conversely, a "tact" is a non-instructive, non-

critical comment which does not demand action but rather serves to pro 

mote further positive interaction. The concept of manding was critical 

to the development of Patterson's "coercion trap" theory (Patterson, 

1976) and has been uti l ized as an operational construct in many studies 

examining the complexities of family interaction. Wahler et al. (1979) 

derived a means of defining a manding interchange by selecting critical 

categories of the GIG as indicative of mutual coercion. 

They asserted that manding is said to have occurred when the 

valence rating of an interaction is negative and/or when the subject 

reports that someone in the interaction was critical of the other. 

Given the usefulness of such an easily-specified definition, we set out 

to examine whether or not such a definition is in fact "operational." 

Does the incidence of criticism, as documented in the "critical" cate 

gory of the GIG, occur frequently in conjunction with a negative rating? 

Is such an "and/or" pairing of criticism and negative rating justified 

in our attempts to create an operational definition of manding? A corre 

lational analysis of the occurrence of reported criticism with ratings 

indicates that the pairing is indeed justified. The mean correlation of 

criticism and negative ratings across all famil ies is .73, whi le the 

mean correlation of criticism and neutral ratings is .22. Apparently, 

when a subject reports that an interaction involved a critical exchange, 

he is also quite l ikely to assign it a negative valence rating. The 
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median correlation across al l famil ies of criticism and negative ratings 

is .86; the median correlation across all fami lies of criticism and 

neutral ratings is .36. This second measure of central tendency simi 

larly supports the definition of manding originaily presented by Wahler 

and his colleagues (1979)' 

The Original Criteria of Insularity 

The definition of insularity originally offered by Wahler et al. 

(1979) encompassed three general factors found to be associated with an 

isolated, harassed, insular mother. They determined that the insular 

mother reported on the average three or fewer social contacts outside 

the home per day, a large percentage of which were with helping agency 

representatives or kinfolk. Further, these mothers reported that a 

high percentage of these interchanges with others were aversive in 

nature, involving some degree of criticism as documented by the CiC. 

We wi l l now turn to the profi les of the seven mothers to determine if 

they warrant a description of insular, according to the original cri 

teria. 

Table 3 reveals that all of the seven mothers studied appear to 

present at least one of the characteristics originally associated with 

the criteria for the term insular. Four of the mothers (the first four 

l isted) appear to warrant the classification of insular on all three 

grounds. They reported an average of three or fewer social contacts 

per day, a large proportion of their contacts were with kinfolk or help 

ing agency representatives, and they tended to describe at least 15^ of 

their social interactions as aversive. These aversive interchanges 

varied considerably among the four mothers, ranging from .16 to a high 
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of .76. As may be seen, the largest proportion of aversive interchanges 

among these four mothers occurred with kinfolk and helping agency repre 

sentatives. The fifth mother, Mrs. Wal lace, is unusual in that she evi 

dences two of the three original criteria but has absolutely no contacts 

with family members l iving outside her home. Not surprisingly, Mrs. 

Wallace is also the only mother in the sample who does not have rela 

tives l iving in her geographic area. It may be noted that Mrs. Smith 

and Mrs. Wallace reported no aversive interchanges with friends, kin-

folk, or helping agency representatives. As will be seen shortly in 

the graphs to follow, their manding interchanges stem from other 

sources, and combine to form an overall rate of manding which is simi 

lar to those presented by the other mothers. 

The final two mothers depicted in Table 3 stand out as uniquely 

different from those described above. First, the mothers reported 

essentially no manding interchanges and their subjective valence rat 

ings showed almost no variance. Mrs. Stevens, for example, rated every 

single interaction "+1" on a scale of -3 to +3. Unl ike the other 

mothers who reported high percentages of contacts with kinfolk and 

helping agency representatives, this extensive contact with her rela 

tives did not seem to influence her report of aversive interactions. 

This extensive contact with her relatives was also reflected in a 

higher number of mean daily contacts. Like Mrs. Stevens, Mrs. Davis 

reported no aversive interchanges in spite of considerable contact 

with her kinfolk. The unusual situation which presents itself here 

is two mothers who seem to be insular, judging from the number of 

social contacts they maintain and the amount of time allocated to 
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kinfolk. Yet, they report no confl ict, no aversive interchanges. In 

further support of a prel iminary classification of insular was the fact 

that these famil ies are geographically more isolated than any of the 

other five famil ies studied. The Davis fami ly lives in a rural farm 

area surrounded by the house trai lers of kinfolk; the Stevens l ive in 

a large, run-down farm house approachable only by foot. It seems that 

these two fami l ies present a notable "case in point" which calls for 

further examination beyond a mere insular/non-insular classification. 

Thus, they wil l be discussed separately in the coming pages. 

We now have four of our seven mothers classified as insular 

along the three dimensions of the concept. A fifth mother, Mrs. Wal 

lace, may also be classified in this category on the basis of her 

l imited social contacts outside the home and her manding rate. The 

original criteria l isted by Wahler et al. (1979) generally appear to 

occur concurrently in these five mothers. One additional question may 

be posed. Is there a correlation between the number of average daily 

contacts a mother reports and her manding base rate? Or, is there a 

correlation between the percentage of kinfolk and helping agency repre 

sentatives she sees and her manding base rate? Based on Wahler's por 

trayal of an isolated, beleagured mother whose aversive interchanges 

increase with her social isolation and immersion in her fami ly system, 

one would expect that the first correlation would be negative, and the 

second, positive. The answer to both of these questions is a simple 

"no." Though these characteristics seem to occur together in most of 

the mothers, they do not increase or decrease proportionately in this 

sample. Of course, such a strong correlation would not be expected in 
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a sample size of such l imited number and with such l imited variance in 

the numbers of dai ly contacts and the percentages of kinfolk/helping 

agency interactions. 

Beyond the Mothers: A Look at the Family Unit 

Previous studies uti l izing the CIC have focused on the mothers' 

social interactions as the crucial demographic variable. This undoubt 

edly has been fruitful in predicting and describing famil ies' responses 

to treatment interventions. Prior to this study, however, it has been 

necessary to assume certain family characteristics based on the mothers' 

reports. For example, it has been generally assumed that a mother's 

high rate of manding is suggestive of an overal l high rate of aversive 

interchange within the family context. The expanded CIC-R permits us 

to test these assumptions by examining the self-reports of siblings, 

target children, and when present, a spouse. 

Table k summarizes the social contacts of the remainder of the 

fami ly members. A comparison of the overal l family averages, with the 

mothers' reports, of the three criteria for insularity, may give us an 

indication of whether or not a mother is truly "speaking for her family" 

when she provides self-report data. Let us turn first to the mean num 

ber of dai ly contacts. In four of the fami lies, the overal l fami ly 

average of dai ly contacts was lower than that of the mother; in three 

fami l ies it was higher. An attempt to demonstrate a correlation be 

tween the family averages and the mothers' rate of daily contact re 

vealed no significant relationship. Once again, a larger sample size 

may have demonstrated a proportionate relationship. What is noteworthy. 
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k] 

however, is that the family averages are uniformly "in the same ball 

park" as those reported by the mothers. The only mother reporting sig 

nificantly greater than three contacts per day (Mrs. Stevens, X = ̂ .7) 

has daughters reporting the highest rates of daily contacts in the 

sample (7.7 and 7.6). 

A correlational analysis of the percentage of each mother's con 

tacts outside the home occurring with kinfolk, and her own fami ly's 

overall average percentage of contact with kinfolk, once again reveals 

no significant relationship. However, in five of the seven fami l ies, 

the family's average percentage of contact with kinfolk is strikingly 

lower than that of the mother. The average is the same (O) in the 

family with no kinfolk living in their geographic area. Only the Davis 

family average is higher than the individual average of the mother. 

The reader may recall that the Davis fami ly home is surrounded by 

numerous trai lers and homes, and each is inhabited by kinfolk. 

Final ly, individual comparisons were made of a fami ly's overall 

average manding rate and the manding rate of the mother in that particu 

lar fami ly. This comparison yielded a significant relationship (.86), 

using the Spearman test for rank order correlation. This is evidenced 

most clearly in figure form (see Figure 1). 

In summary, it appears justifiable to state that the CIC-R data 

generated by a mother is strongly indicative of her family's overall 

manding rate, and roughly characteristic of her family's overall aver 

age number of daily contacts. On the other hand, one would not be 

safe in generating hypotheses about the percentage of a whole family's 

contacts with kinfolk based upon the mother's report alone. 



 

 

k2 

>-
(D 
O 
o 

u • 

<u — 

a. 

I/) 

a) 
cn 

<r\ 
c 

oj 
j:= 

u 
u 

(D 00 
4-> 

c • 

cn 

c 

"O Jones 
c 

03 vD 

(/> 

<D 
CT 

03 
•M 

C 

0) 
o Wa1 lace 
u • 
0) 
a. 

^Black 
(/I 

0) •Wil l iams 
05 

03 Sm i th 
i- • 
<u 
> 

< 
Stevens 

^ c •Dav i s 

'i 
03 

0 .1 .2 .3 .4 .5 .6 .7 .8 .9 1.0 

Mothers: Percentages of Handing Interchanges Per Day 

Figure 1. Relationship of each mother's manding rate to her 
fami ly's overal l average manding rate. 



^3 

The Source of Manding Interactions: An Individual ized Analysis 

Given our knowledge that five of the seven fami l ies studied re 

ported that a considerable percentage of their interactions were aver-

sive in nature, our next step was to examine more closely the source of 

the problem. Did the insular mothers all have problems with their own 

mothers?, husbands?, boyfriends? We would have expected the above, as 

well as sal ient confl ictual interchanges between the targeted "problem" 

chi ld and his parent(s). 

Such global analyses revealed a surprising result: there were 

few, if any, commonal ities among the famil ies, thereby making group 

statistics an inaccurate reflection of the confl ict experienced by 

individual fami ly members. While one mother appeared to view contact 

with her own mother as never aversive, another viewed such contacts as 

always aversive. An individual ized analysis of each family member, and 

the manding rate associated with each significant person in his social 

circle, was called for. This analysis is summarized in Figures 2 

through 6. (Similar graphs of the Stevens and Davis families are not 

depicted here, as the extremely low rate of reported manding inter 

changes reveals few notable differences among social contacts.) 

Turn for a moment to Figure 2 summarizing the level of manding 

associated with each contact source of the five persons in the Jones 

family. The Jones mother apparently experiences the majority of her 

aversive interchanges with her own mother, her children, her sisters, 

and her friends. Conversely, she reports no manding interchanges at 

al l with her male kinfolk and boyfriend. The source of manding also 

differs greatly among the four Jones children. For example. Sons #1 
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^5 

and #k describe every interaction with a teacher as aversive, while for 

Son #], his teachers seem to carry the most positive valence ratings of 

all of his many contacts. Mrs. Jones' mother also has a very different 

stimulus value for each individual. Of note is the fact that no single 

person known to the Jones family appears to impact the family in a uni 

form way. Only the fami ly members' contacts with their friends appear 

to approximate one another: every family member describes his inter 

actions with "friends" as aversive at least hl% of the time! 

Figure 3 depicts the variabi l ity in manding rates experienced by 

the Wi ll iams fami ly. Though Mrs. Wil liams sought treatment at the men 

tal health center for her two "opposltional" girls, they are absent from 

her CIC-R reports. Her sister, job counselor, and friends apparently 

comprise the bulk of her manding interchanges. The two daughters seem 

to describe their mother in opposite ways: one views exchanges with 

her as always critical, while the other reports the converse. Daughter 

§1, referred for "stubbornness, crying spel ls, and temper tantrums," 

seems to designate her friends as the source of much confl ict. 

A simi lar visual inspection of Figures A, 5, and 6 wi l l reveal 

once again that sources of manding are unique to each of the many fam 

ily members. Each fami ly member has a particular pattern of manding 

which is not predictable by family membership, sex, or age. 
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CHAPTER IV 

DISCUSSION 

One of the original questions which prompted the current study 

was whether or not the phenomenon of "insularity" occurs in rural 

areas, as it has been found to exist in the urban populations previ 

ously studied. Commonly held notions of the rural family as a tightly-

knit, mutually supportive system tended to indicate that the term 

based upon urban populations was not generalizable to a rural culture. 

Rural folks might be isolated from those outside their extended family 

networks, but the coercive nature of an insular mother's contacts would 

not fit the stereotype of a mutually supportive, tranqui l , rural exis 

tence. 

Certainly this selected group of famil ies is discrepant from 

those famil ies described above. The current research does not lend 

support to this pleasant stereotype of the rural family. Rather, the 

social networks of five of the seven fami l ies in our rural sample are 

surprisingly simi lar to those urban famil ies previously described in 

the l iterature on insularity. The reader will recall that the re 

searchers sought to find a balance of famil ies along the "insular con 

tinuum" by selecting subjects from a variety of referral sources, in 

comes, educational levels, and referral problems. This attempt did not 

produce widely discrepant famil ies. The Jones and Smith fami l ies, 

whose referrals to the mental health center were not as compel l ing as 

those referred by the welfare office or juveni le court, were apparently 
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no more sequestered in comfortable community relationships than the 

famil ies required to seek treatment by the court. Simi larly, income 

and the educational level of the parents in our sample were not pre 

dictive of insularity, though other studies in urban areas have found 

covariations in these factors (Dumas and Wahler, I98I). 

The compell ing exception to the rule is the Stevens and Davis 

famil ies. As mentioned, of all of the seven famil ies interviewed, 

these two were certainly the most geographically isolated. The mothers 

in these fami l ies reported their average number of dai ly contacts to be 

k.l and 3.5, respectively: averages which are not substantially higher 

than those reported by the other five mothers in the sample. What does 

differ dramatically from the remainder of the mothers is the Davis and 

Stevens fami l ies' extremely low rate of reported manding interchanges. 

These fami l ies general ly reported no interpersonal confl ict within or 

without the home, though the behaviors of the targeted chi ldren clearly 

indicate otherwise. Both sets of children's behaviors were of suffi 

cient concern to warrant intervention by the local juvenile court: in 

both cases; truancy and noncompl iance. The Stevens chi ld ran away from 

home across the country . . . twice! It appears reasonable to assume 

on the basis of these presenting referral problems that there are, in 

deed, many manding interchanges within these homes. Though the differ 

ences in reported manding rates could be due to a confounding variable 

such as discrepancies in interviewer styles, we offer another tentative 

explanation, in the language of Freudian psychology. These famil ies 

seem to be actively "denying" the presence of manding interchanges, or 

they may not see them at al l. Judging from the problem behaviors, the 
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chi ldren in these homes react to the stressors in the family, rather 

than express them. As therapists are well aware, such secrecy and/or 

denial of problems within the home tend to further exacerbate their 

presence. 

One is left with the question, "are al l rural famil ies with 

oppositional children similar to these?" One would assume not, yet 

one would also wonder why we did not find a broader range of charac 

teristics among those chosen to study. One is also left without in 

formation about a "normal population" of rural rolks, with whom we 

could compare our current sample. It is not possible to draw conclu 

sions about rural l ife as a whole on the basis of our description of 

these fami l ies. it is possible that the families depicted here are 

representatives of a large majority of rural famil ies, or that they 

are truly unusual in the midst of their rural neighbors. What is 

known, however, is that the phenomenon of insularity does exist to 

some degree in this rural culture. 

Several findings are presented which wi l l prove useful in fur 

ther investigations of the insular family. Most importantly, the data 

indicate that a mother's rate of manding is strongly indicative of her 

fami ly's as a whole. Whether or not the mother "sets the pace" for 

her family is not clear; but it is safe to assume that if a mother re 

ports much coercion and criticism, her family's experience is much the 

same. Similarly, a mother's social contacts are usually quite simi lar 

in number to her fami ly. These comparisons are not true of a mother 

and her kinfolk. The trends in these fami l ies suggest that mothers 

carry on the bulk of contact and interaction with family members outside 
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the home, while their children and husbands are apparently freer to 

interact with school friends or co-workers. 

Of some concern is the poor agreement rate in the reporting of 

common interactions within one household. It seems that, once a con 

tact is recalled, the specifics of the interaction are readi ly remem 

bered by the reporter. However, frequently it seems, fami ly members 

are poor subjective reporters of their own contacts, especially in 

terms of reporting each contact made. We are presented with a well 

known problem in uti l izing self-report data: one must not assume that 

it is objectively rel iable. If the CIC-R is to be used in further re 

search paradigms, this methodological issue wil l need to be addressed. 

The current findings do l ittle to simpl ify the development of 

appropriate treatment interventions for fami l ies with oppositional 

children. The simple strategy of teaching a mother to alter the re 

inforcement and punishment schedules of her chi ld is sorely lacking, 

as these mothers appear to have many concerns more pressing than the 

behaviors of their children. What emerges is a picture of a family 

whose members are all harassed, as is the mother. One is reminded of 

Minuchin's (197^) concept of the "identified patient"--that fami ly 

member singled out as the troubled one, though the entire family is 

clearly dysfunctional. In four of the five famil ies admitting to 

aversive interchanges, the mother reported others in her l ife as more 

aversive than her child. One wonders if the children would have be 

come a focus for intervention had their behaviors not become disrup 

tive in places outside the home (school, juveni le court, etc.). 



5^ 

The literature on child abuse and neglect refers to "multiply 

entrapped" fami l ies whose many economic and social concerns make effec 

tive child-rearing too taxing. This study would suggest that the fam 

ily's social contacts a 1 one are sufficient to disturb the family's 

equi librium. In fact, in several of the middle-income fami l ies studied, 

this seems to be the case. Though apparently economical ly secure, the 

Smith and Wallace fami l ies report many aversive interchanges. For Mrs. 

Smith, all of her reported manding interchanges occurred with her sons 

and husband. Mrs. Wallace also reported her highest rates of manding 

with her husband. One is led to the conclusion, reached many times 

before, that a therapeutic intervention which ignores confl ict in the 

fami ly interactional system is doomed for failure. 

Prel iminary findings in earl ier studies have suggested that 

friends may provide much welcome rel ief from the demands of a coercive 

household. it has been suggested that therapy with these mothers should 

include support and encouragement for activities with friends outside 

the home. Unfortunately, many of these mothers find contact with those 

they describe as "friends" to be highly aversive. It is possible that 

these family members lack the ski lls necessary to form a stable, non-

coercive relationship with those outside the realm of their fami ly. 

What are the specific impl ications of these findings for the 

treatment of fami l ies with oppositional chi ldren? Simply, it seems 

that therapy approaches must be de-simpl ified. The sources of inter 

personal coercion in a fami ly seem to be multiple, and are not focused 

specifically on the parent/child dyad. And, to make matters more com 

plex, the sources of coercion differ from family to fami ly, and among 
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Individuals within a family. The therapist attempting to help a parent 

deal with her coercive relationship with her chi ld would do well to ex 

plore similar, perhaps more sal ient relationships, experienced by the 

parent with other Individuals. The question so often used by psycho-

dynamic psychotherapists attempting to util ize the phenomena of trans 

ference Is certainly called for: "Where else have you felt this way, 

and with whom . . . where else do these problems occur?" Given the 

nature of these fami l ies, one Is bound to find confl ict beyond that 

experienced by mother and child. And plainly, without examining those 

Important sources of coercion, the therapist will certainly miss the 

point. 
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APPENDIX A 

SIMULATED COMPLETED COMMUNITY INTERACTION CHECKLIST-REVISED 

FAMILY TONES 

PERSON GIVING INFORMATION (REPORTER) SON^ i 

OBSERVER CATHY ROBERTS DATE 6>-lO 

How much time did the reporter and HQTH bR spend together 

today? 30 MINUTES 

Who initiated the contact? MOTHER 

Was the contact by phone or in person? TN PE^RSONl 

Where was the contact? V40ME 

NATURE OF INTERACTION WAS WAS 

REPORTER OTHER 

The Reporter talked about: CRITICAL? CRITICAL? RATING 

1. The way 1 get along with my 
husband 

2. How 1 raise the kids 

3. A problem with the kids 

k. A problem with my spouse 

5. The other person's relation 
ship w i th spouse 

-16. My work around the house 

7. Getting together to do 
something 0 

8. What my brother or sister 
is doing 

9. What our friends are doing 

70 



71 

APPENDIX A (Continued) 

NATURE OF INTERACTION WAS WAS 

REPORTER OTHER 

The Reporter talked about: CRITICAL? CRITICAL? RATING 

10. Our friends' problems or a 
fight wi th them -3 

1 1. The people we know from 
church 

12. My work on the job 

13. Physical ai lments 

14. "Nerves" or emotional 

problems 

15. Borrowing something 

16. Television shows -h 

17. Pol itics or the economy 

18. Gossip 

19* The weather 

20. My boyfriend/girlfriend 

21. Trouble at school or my 
schoolwork 

22. Things 1 do for recreation 

23. Other 

24. Other 

25. Other 

GOOD +3 
+2 

+1 

NEUTRAL 0 What rating would you give the day as a whole? ~I 
-1 

-2 

BAD -3 

1 



APPENDIX B 

GENERAL GUIDELINES FOR UTILIZING CIC-R 

1. Use one interaction checkl ist sheet for each person spoken to that 
day. However, if the reporter has spoken to a friend more than 
once that day, you will sti ll use only one interaction checkl ist 
sheet. The different times can be indicated on the space provided. 
Do not use two sheets for the same "other person" in one day. 

2. As you know, when you interview a person, you wi ll be asking him to 
mention all of the people he came into contact with that day. This 
includes fami ly members l iving in the home with the reporter. But 
fami ly members frequently have many conversations a day. It would 
be impossible to document them all. Therefore, when a fami ly member 
is reporting on contacts with a person in his own home, ask him to 
select the most important conversation of the day. Only record the 
topics discussed in that conversation. In the space for "time spent 
together" you can report the total time they estimate that they 
spent together. 

3. Drop off your interaction checkl ist sheets at the mental health 
center as soon as possible after visiting the home. Leave them 
at the front receptionist's desk for Laurie Thompson. Under n£ 
circumstances should you leave them in your car or around your 
home where they might be visible to others. 

4. If you are sick, you should make up the interview for that week or 
day. Make sure you have your family's phone number so you can call 
them to tell them you wi ll not be coming out that evening. When 
you call them to cancel, you should also reschedule a suitable time. 
If you are scheduled to be at the Center to analyze data and are 
i ll , you should cal l Laurie Thompson and let her know or leave a 
message. That time should also be made up. 

5. If you are analyzing data, it must be done at the mental health 
center. You must not take any data sheets home with you. This 
is important to allow others to look at and work with the data as 
we go along. 

6. If, at any time, you are not sure of what you should do, please 
cal l and let us know! If you are interviewing fami l ies and a prob 
lem arises, please let us know immediately. You may reach Laurie 
Thompson or Dr. Rogers by call ing 586-5031. You may reach Laurie 
Thompson in the evenings by cal l ing (1) 577-5092. 
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APPENDIX C 

INFORMED CONSENT FORM 

SOCIAL NETWORK PROJECT 

The purpose of this project is to find out how people make use of the 
support systems in their community. We think that there are a variety 
of formal and informal sources of information and assistance available 

in this community that families could use. We plan to use what we learn 
from this project to better help fami l ies with problems. 

You have the right not to participate in this study. However, should 
you choose to participate, it would involve a series of interviews over 
a seven week period. The interviews wi ll take place twice a week and 
wi ll usually last about half an hour. When I visit your home, we wi ll 
arrange a mutually-agreeable time for the interviews. You would be free 
to change scheduled interview times, or cancel them. For your conveni 
ence, al l of the scheduled interviews would be conducted in your home. 

During the interviews, we would ask you about the social contacts you 
have now—especially the contacts that would be useful if someone in 
your fami ly had a problem. We would not ask for names of your friends 
or contacts. Your participation wi ll be kept strictly confidential. 

This is only an information-gathering project. It is not connected with 
your therapy at the Cherokee Mental Health Center, and there wi ll prob 
ably be no direct benefits to you as a result of your participation. 
There are also no anticipated risks to you as a participant. We hope 
that the knowledge gained from this project can be used to design better 
programs in the near future. 

If you have any questions concerning this project, please feel free to 
ask them at any time. You may reach the coordinator of the project by 
cal l ing Ms. Laurie Thompson at 586-5031. Of course, you can discontinue 
participation in the project at any time with no penalty. Should you 
decide not to participate in the project, there is also no penalty. 

I have read and understand the above information concerning the SOCIAL 
NETWORKS PROJECT. I agree to participate in the project. 

Signed Witnessed 

Parental Consent (if necessary) Date 
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