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how a large family living in poverty in a rural location might differ in adaptation from 
an affluent suburban family with an only child who is disabled.

Family interactions comprise the relationships and interactions among and 
between the various family subsystems. How members of a particular family interact 
depends in part on their degree of cohesion and adaptability. These two factors affect 
the quality of interactions and can be interpreted only in light of the family’s cultural 
heritage.

Simply defined, cohesion refers to the degree of freedom and independence expe-
rienced by each member of the family. Cohesion occurs along a continuum, with some 
families being overly cohesive. In this situation, the development of an individual’s 
autonomy and independence may be impeded. Such families are viewed as being 
overly protective. Other families may have a low degree of cohesiveness. In this situ-
ation, families are depicted as being underinvolved, and the person with the disability 
fails to receive needed support. Well-functioning families aim to achieve a balance in 
cohesiveness.

Adaptability can be defined as the family’s ability to change in response to a crisis 
or stressful event (Olson, 1988). Like cohesiveness, adaptability occurs along a con-
tinuum and is influenced by the family’s cultural background. When a stressful event 
occurs, rigid families respond according to prescribed roles and responsibilities. They 
are unable to adapt to the demands of the new situation. This behavior places the 
family at risk for becoming isolated and dysfunctional (Seligman & Darling, 2007). 

family interactions: One aspect of 
a family systems model; refers to the 
relationships and interactions occurring 
among and between various family 
subsystems.

cohesion: Within a family, the 
degree of freedom and independence 
experienced by each member.

adaptability: The ability of an 
individual or family to change in 
response to a crisis or stressful event.

A family can be viewed as an interrelated social system, each with its own unique characteristics.
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