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and other service providers consider the entire family constellation as the appropriate 
focal point for professionals’ attention.

Turnbull et al. (2015) have incorporated this thinking into a framework for apply-
ing family systems concepts to the study of families that have a child who is disabled. 
Their model (see Figure 4.2) contains four key elements, all of which are interrelated:

•• Family characteristics
•• Family interactions
•• Family functions
•• Family life cycle

Family characteristics are those features that make the family unique. “Inputs” 
include family size and form, cultural background, socioeconomic status, and geo-
graphic location. Additionally, each member’s health status (both physical and mental), 
each member’s individual coping style, and the nature and severity of each member’s 
disability are included as personal characteristics. A final component includes special 
challenges facing the family, such as poverty, substance abuse, and parents who them-
selves may have a disability. Collectively, these variables provide each family with its 
own unique identity, influence interactional patterns among the members, and deter-
mine how the family responds to the individual’s exceptionality. It is easy to understand 

family characteristics: One 
dimension of a family systems 
model; aspects include family size 
and form, cultural background, and 
socioeconomic status, as well as the 
type and severity of the disability.

  FIGURE 4.2  A Family Systems Framework
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SOURCE: Adapted from A. Turnbull and H. Turnbull, Families, Professionals, and Exceptionality: A Special Partnership, 2nd ed. 
(Columbus, OH: Merrill, 1990), pp. 134–135.
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