
A Recommendation About the Identity
of the Family Discipline

Task Force on the Development
of a Fami.lv Discipiine ' '

THE HISTORY

In 1981 there rvere 5l  universi t ies that  of fered i l  masters or doctoral
degree:n a fami ly department tBurr  & Leigh, 1982. 19S3).  Hor,vever.  there
was l i t t le consensus about what to name these programs. This can be
il lustraced by the foliowing partial l isting of the names that were used:
family development, family ecology, family economics. femilv educ:rtion. family

environmenl.  fami ly interact ion,  famrly i i fe.  fami i r '  I r ' rnq.  fami ly

relation(ships), family resources, family science. femily services. family social
science, family studies, family therapy, and "the famiil ' ."

Burr and Leigh's 1982 survey of the membership of \CFR indicated that

79Vo of the members believed rhat rhis idenrit l- confusron was a serious
problem; only l2Vo thought the status quo was desirable 'Burr  & Leigh, 1982,

1983). Therefore. they proposed that a number of changes be made to reduce

the identity confusion.

During the 1983 NCFR conference, a number of meerings were held to

discuss lhese issues. These resulted in Bert Adams. then president of NCFR,

appointing a Task Force on the Deveiopment of rhe Family Discipline. This

Task Force was charged to try !o encourage consensus aboui whether there
was an emerging family discipline, promote dialogue :bout the identity issues,

and facil irate rhe development of the fieid. Nine scholars lvere appointed as

the officers of the Task Force, and an open invttatlon was extended in the
February, 1984, .VCFR Report to those who were interested in joining the

task force. Eventually, 78 scholars joined and participated in the

deliberations and decision making.

The Task Force subsequently published a newsietter i ls a part of the
I/CFR Report and arranged severai sessions in the 198-t \CFR meetrngs rvhere

the ident i ty issues were discussed. Dur ing these sessrons. . ln open meet ing of
the Task Force was held. and a formal and unanimous vote rvas taken to

accept the position that rhere is a distinct and idenrrfiable famiiy discipiine.

" '  Appreciat ion is expressed ro Godfrey El l is ,  Oklahoma Stare L ntverst ty- .  for  chatr tng

the group that deveioped thts recommendat ion.
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During the 1984 NCFR meetings, f ive "Task Groups" were created to deal

with the tasks that had then been identif ied. One of these was a Task Group

on the Name of the Discipline, which was charged with "promoling dialogue

and then decision making about which term is the best label for the family

field" (Burr, 1,98,1). This task group subsequently invited comments from the

NCFR body with the goal of obtaining a "ciear label for the field which

would build a sense of self-esteem among those working in the area and

facil itate recognition by other professions" (Ell is, 1984).

At about this time, Kingsley Davis presented a paper thar developed a

typoiogy of disciplines lnd evaluated the nature of the family fieid. The

Davis paper was subsequent ly publ ished in the Trrsk Force Newslet ter  in JCFR

Report  (1985r.  In the Davis typology, pr imary or basic disciphnes contr ibute

a large number of independent explanations, and they are almost universally

labeled with some type of Greco-Latin term such as psychology. sociology. or

economics. Secondary disciplines rely primarily on the basic disciplines for

their explana[ions. but they also provide some independent explanations. They

tend to be labeled with a rwo-word terminology that combines Lt descriprive

labei with the word, "science" -- such as polit ical science and heairh science.

The tertiary fields do not have independent explanalory power, and rhey tend

to be labeled with an adjective that designates what is being studied and the

lerm, "studies" (NIiddle-East studies, women's studies, etc.).

During 1984 and 1985, che T:,sk Group on the Name of the Discipiine

coordinated an extensive analysis of the issues associated with a name for the

family discipline. This included considerable correspondence, relephone

discussions, and exchanges of ideas in the issues of i/CFR Report. After a

thorough analysis of lhe albernati.,.es, the Task Group prepared a written

recommendation advocating the term, "family science," as the label to be used

to designate the family discipline.

The written recommendation was submitted |o the Task Force at the

1985 NCFR conference in Dailas, Texas, and was discussed in an open meeting

attended by 89 family-oriented schoiars. Acting on a motion by Godfrey Ell is,

chairman of the Name of the Discipline Task Group, the recommendation was

unanimously adopted. The unanimiry of the endorsement was interpreted as a

virtual mandaF -- further justifying subsequent aclion, such as changing the

names Of courses, majors, and eventually departments around the country.

RATIONALE FOR THE RECONI}IENDATION

There are many reasons it is desirable to adopt the term, "family

science." as the name of the Fteld where the primary goals are the discovery,

verif ication, and application of knowledge about the family. Eight of these

reesons are:

1. Family Science is a Clear Label. The present paitern of labeling

family programs in rhe academic communiry is so confusing rhat ir makes it

difficult for both studenrc entering the field and colieagues in other
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discipl inestoknowwhatthefami lyf ie ldentai ls.AsBurrr 'ndLeigh
commented in [he study, "we were shocked and remain professionally

embarrassed by the pervaslveness of  rhe chaos" ' lgE: l '  p '  +7D' The

widespread adoption or rne term, family science' rvil l  eliminate this confusion'

2. Famill, Science is Easily Understood. Some of t i-re tel.ms that, have

been considered, such as famology, consanguinologl'. end famrliologl', rvould

eliminate the confusion caused by: multiple labels. t 'ut thel' rvould introduce a

different t-vpe of confusion. They rvould noc be readii l '  untlerstood in either

the academic or non-ac:rdemic communities. end the ieici \\ 'oul'J need to go

through a per iod of  expiatning what the-v- meen. The ie|r-n.  i r rn i i - r '  sctence'

*oulJavoiJ th is problem; i r  a lso would rrvoid:he: legl ' t l \e 
'esir() l lse 

i i1 i1t  n i ls

tendedtoaccompanytheGreco.Lar in labels. \ .ovcienof i . i ] : i '

3. Famill, science is an Accurate Labe!. The '.errn. i ' irnil l '  science' ts

the most accurare descr ip lor  of  the famri l '  'J lsclphne. The najor i t1 '  of

scholars who have partici iated in the clielogue .rb()u! nlr:ring tire i iscipLine-'

including Burr  (1985;,  Davis i1985i .  El l is  r1965 .  Sp.rnrer l9 ' ; "  end \-o1'danoff

(1gg5),  Lainrain rhat the fami ly ,J iscipl ine is current l l '  :1 seconoarv , l isc ip l ine.

burriri typology, therefore, sugges[s rhar famii-r- sclence rs rhe besi rabel for

the new field.

4.FamilyScienceisanL-p. toDoteLabel .Dar. is. ' "1 'pologl . is
informative and inreresting. But it is nor clear thar Greco-Latin terms are

best suited ro disciplines 
-emerging 

in the 1980s. -\ccording to Vo1'danoff

( f985),  Greco-Lat in terms "point  us in rhe r* ' rong ci i rec"ron --  looking to the

past ralher than the future. I rvould suggest, that 'famril '  science,' on ihe

other hand, is more forward-looki:lg and reflective oi current deveiopmenls tn

academic disciplines. we need ro build a discrpline ior the 21st century' not

one based on a 19rh century model"'

S.FamilyScienceProuidesaProfbssionol ldentt t l .Theterm.faml ly
science, wil l provide individuais in the discipiine rvith a meaningfui

professional identity. One who studies or appiies famtly science can be

known as a family scientisi. This is importanr if those. rvho specialize in the

family f,reld are |o be accepted as equals $'lth those rvho specialize in other

disciplines. This is also one of the feasons that famrll- studies would not be

a desirable label. es it faiis to provide a meenrngful identrty: one cennol be a

family studiesist. and the labels. f,emil-"- ' eypcrt or [amrl1' specialisr. imply

being on the per iphery of  the ecedemtc communlt)"

6. Famil.y science Allous Flextbil ir,. The term. iamrll '  science. has rhe

potentiai to adapt to rhe m-"-riad circumstances of famrl1- departments' Burr

and Lergh have pointed out thar ic is "equail,"- useiui in describrng maJors'

courses'anddepartments ' ' {1983.p'8l .ThereSremanvfami lydepartments
that 3re combrned edministrativeil- rvrth child ' leveiopment or human

development programs. In these unl ts.  the , lepartment nnme can conf, Inue lo

describe both parrs if rerms such as f,amrl-"- science rnd child deveiopment or

humandevelopmentendfami iyscienceareuseci .Asenai ternat ive, the
plural, famity sclences, could embrace both the larnil l '  discrpiine tnarrowly

defined) anci c
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defined) and child or human development.

7. Family science can Incrude Discouery and Apprication. Sciencetraditionally includes basic and applied dimensions, so-'fa-ily science canembrace both rhe rheory/research aspects of the field and the applied aspe*ssuch as family services, famir;r economics, family life education. familizextension, and marriage and family therapy. Hopefuiry, rhe basic u.,a *pfriuiaspects of family science will ahvays be seen as Intricarely inrerrelated,complementary, and mutually faciiitaring; and those who specialize in eitheremphasis will appreciate their dependence on the other part.

8' Family science is Acquiring r[omentttm. The term. famiiy sciencersris already scarting to be adopted in programs around the counrry-. tsr.igh:rmYoung university changed the name or rn" family Jlp"rr-"nr to familvsciences when rhe Deparrmenr of Child Deveiopmen, 
""a 

r,*_iii: n"rrrl".'*.;combined wirh the Department of Fami.ry Resource l\Ianagemenr rn rllgl. Thefacul.ty in the family department at the Universitl, of }laryland also ,,voted
overwhelmingly to change the department name to 'famrly sclence',, rRubin,
1985). The family depa.rment, at the lJniversity of N[i";;;;ta aiready is calledFamiiy Social Science -- a name thar is close to ih" o.," u"irre propor"o.

THE RECOIIN,IENDATION

The Task Force on bhe Deveiopment of the Family Disciprine thereforerecommends that:

1. The term, family science, be used to refer to the field of studvwhere rhe primary goars are rhe discovery, verification, ; ;;;i i*ri"" ?rknowledge abour families.

2' Students, faculty, and administrators in departmenrc that use one oflhe names, such as flmily development, family studies, family ecology. familyrelations, etc., should . give first priority d changing the names of theappropriate courses, majors, and programs to family .Ii"rl.u.

3' students, faculty, and administrators in rhe family-oriented
departments should give second priority to changing rhe names of rhedepartments to include the term, family science. 

"(ii 
depanments wherefamiiy science is combined with child deveropmenr, they may wish ro have[wo components in the department name or [o use the piuial, famrly sciences.)

Burr ,  W. R. t1984).
December.

Burr ,  W. R. (1985).
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