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Abstract

The impact of disability on families can vary greatly and depends directly on the coping ability of each family system. The pur-
pose of this research is to analyze the functioning of 535 families of children with intellectual disability using the FACES-20Esp
scale, identifying different types of families according to the variables of cohesion and adaptability. The results indicate that
the style of family functioning can most commonly be classified as mid-range or unbalanced/extreme. Scores for cohesion are
largely within the range of balanced; however, in terms of adaptability, the majority of families are considered unbalanced/
extreme according to the model. The results of the study suggest there is a pressing need to provide families with strategies
to face the challenges of raising and caring for a child with intellectual disability, and establish and maintain a balanced family
system.

Plain language summary

Understanding how families support children with intellectual disabilities: a study using the FACES-
20Esp Scale

Families play a crucial role in supporting children with intellectual disabilities, but the challenges they face can vary. This
study looked at how 480 families are doing by using the FACES-20Esp scale. We wanted to see how well these families
are working together and adapting to the situation. The findings show that most families fall into the mid-range or
unbalanced/extreme categories in terms of how they function. While cohesion (working together) scores are generally
balanced, adaptability (adjusting to changes) is often unbalanced/extreme. In conclusion, these results highlight the
importance of giving families practical strategies to handle the difficulties of raising a child with intellectual disabilities. It
also emphasizes the need for families to establish and maintain a balanced way of functioning.
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Family is an all-important factor in the growth and Olson et al. (1979, 1989), in the Circumplex Model of the
development of every individual (Bronfenbrenner, 1986). Family System, which refers to the capacity of families
Family is also widely regarded as a fundamental institu- to cope with changing situations during different stages
tion for social and economic progress (Alesina &
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of life (adaptation), maintaining adequate solidity of
interfamily bonds (cohesion). Furthermore, healthy fam-
ily functioning is closely associated with the resilience of
family systems, defined as “the ability to withstand and
rebound from disruptive: life challenges” (Walsh, 2003,
p. 1). Thus, family systems with a greater capacity for
adaptation and resilience are more likely to remain cohe-
sive in the face of adversities and complex challenges
(Harrist et al., 2019; Masten, 2018).

Any form of disability can have a profound impact
on the dynamics of family functioning (Seligman &
Darling, 2007). The various dimensions of family ecosys-
tems, including the financial and employment situations,
social relations, etc. and the roles of family members,
can be significantly affected by a disability (Bucher-
Maluschke et al., 2021; Li et al., 2015; Mason & Pavia,
2006; Shahat & Greco, 2021; Vonneilich et al., 2016).
However, given the range of possible disabilities, and
depending on the etiology of the diagnosis, the general
and/or specific impact on the family, and on its social
environment, can vary widely (Halstead et al., 2018;
Tacolino et al., 2016; Werner & Shulman, 2015). This
multidimensionality of disability prevents and broad
generalization on its impact on family or individual well-
being given the multiple variable involved: biological,
social, etc. (Campbell & Stramondo, 2017).

Intellectual disability in a fact of life for many Spanish
families. As of 2021, according to the Institute of the
Elderly and Social Services, there were 283,256 people with
an intellectual disability of 33%, or more, affecting some
6% of all families in Spain (IMSERSO, 2021). Given the
complexity and multiaxial nature of intellectual disability,
families have diverse needs witch require early identifica-
tion, intervention and support (Solis & Lago-Urbano,
2020). The Spanish Disability Strategy 2022 to 2030, in
line with the Convention on the Rights of Persons with
Disabilities and the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable
Development, sets out a ‘roadmap’ for the provision of
public resources to support persons with disabilities and
their families (Ministerio de Derechos Sociales y Agenda
2030, 2022). In this way, a common legal framework was
created to provide families with social services and support
at the regional and local levels, oriented toward their spe-
cific needs which have often gone overlooked. As part of
the effort to build a more just and equitable society,
numerous studies have been conducted into ways to fur-
ther the self-determination of those with intellectual dis-
abilities (Peralta & Arellano, 2014), to create inclusive
public education systems (Verdugo & Rodriguez, 2012),
and, of course, to enhance the quality of life of those with
intellectual disability and their families (Schalock &
Verdugo, 2007).

In the line with the above, family functioning and fam-
ily dysfunction has been the subject of a great of research

in recent decades, particularly in terms of the influence of
family systems on the well-being of children (Gaspar et al.,
2022), and on the perceived quality of life of individuals
and families (Szczesniak & Tutecka, 2020). The diagnosis
of the intellectual disability of a child can be one of the
most stressful and destabilizing events for a family,
impacting both its internal dynamics and functioning in
many different ways (Iacolino et al., 2016). The varying
degree and nature of this impact on the family system is
closely linked to the initial response by the family to this
diagnosis (Ponte et al., 2012). The majority of parents ini-
tially face this situation with an abysmal lack of accurate
information about intellectual disability, resorting to their
own personal history and experience which may not
always be relevant or helpful in their actual circumstances
(Kelly, 1955). For these families, it is essential to receive
immediate support, resources and professional guidance
in the form of personalized intervention programs adapted
to their specific needs and circumstances.

Olson’s Circumplex Model is one of the principal theo-
retical constructs for the analysis and marital and family
systems. The model is based on the hypothesis that an
adequate balance between difference dimensions within
family or relational systems favors theirs functionality
(Olson, 1993, 2000). According to the model, there are
three variables to family functioning: cohesion (defined as
the emotional bonding that members have towards one
another), flexibility (referring to the ability to change lead-
ership and role relationships within the family), and com-
munication (understood as a facilitating dimension of the
other two; Olson et al., 1979, 2019). Understanding the
relation between these three dimensions offers insight into
changes in family ecosystems over the course of different
stages in life (Olson, 1991). Thus, the model is considered
valid to analyze the changes to relationships caused by the
most frequent or commonplace circumstances (for exam-
ple, engagement, marriage or parenthood), as well as the
impact of extraordinary circumstances which may gener-
ate family stress (Olson et al., 2019).

The model identifies different types of families according
to their levels of cohesion (disengaged, separated, connected,
and enmeshed) and adaptability (rigid, structured, flexible,
and chaotic). Considering these types, a functional and
balanced family structure is found in the intermediate levels
(separated, connected, structured, and flexible), while the
extremes (disengaged, enmeshed, separated, and flexible)
result in a dysfunctional family structure, putting greater
stress on relationships (Martinez-Pampliega et al., 2017).

The combination of these dimensions results in 16 dif-
ferent family types (Figure 1), classified into three broad
groups: balanced, mid-range, and unbalanced. Balanced
families are those where both dimensions are in the inter-
mediate range; for mid-range families one of these dimen-
sion is intermediate while the other is at an extreme;
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Figure 1. Representation of the different types of families according to the Olson Circumplex Model.
Source. Image extracted from “Circumplex Model of Marital & Family Systems” (Olson, 1999) based on the original FACES Ill manual by Olson et al. (1985).

unbalanced families are those in which both dimensions
are at the extremes (Zicavo et al., 2012).

To validate Olson’s Circumplex Model, a number of
standardized instruments were developed based on three
dimensions: cohesion, flexibility, and communication
(Olson, 1991, 1996). The FACES scale (Family Systems
and the Family Adaptability and Cohesion Evaluation
Scales), developed by Olson et al. (1979), have become
an important reference tool in recent decades, applied in
over 1,200 clinical studies into family function and dys-
function (Kouneski, 2002; Waldvogel & Schlieft, 2018).

FACES was initially developed as a standardized self-
report instrument to analyze two dimensions of the
Circumplex Model: cohesion and flexibility (Olson et al.,
1979). The scale has been used in many clinical studies
and has been adapted and adjusted to create a number of
different versions (Olson, 1986; Olson et al., 1980, 1982),

culminating in FACES IV (Olson, 2000), which over-
comes the limitations of the three earlier versions and
offering a more complete analysis of the elements of
Circumplex Model (Olson et al., 2019). The psychometric
properties of the different FACES scales have been veri-
fied through transcultural validations in different coun-
tries in Europe (Baiocco et al., 2013; Desautels et al.,
2016; Everri et al.,, 2020; Vegas et al., 2022), Latin
America (Arciniegas et al., 2018; Costa et al., 2013;
Santos et al., 2017), and the Middle East (Mazaheri
et al., 2014; Sarour & El Keshky, 2022; Tiirkdogan et al.,
2018). Furthermore, these tools have proved effective for
families of different ethnicities and with heterogeneous
structural characteristics as well as those experiencing
specific types of circumstances and events (Waldvogel &
Schlieff, 2018). Thus, we can point to studies into the
functioning of family systems conditioned by the
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experience of chronic illness, neurological (Tramonti
et al., 2019) or oncological disorders (Marsac & Alderfer,
2011) or some form of disability of a family member
(Aguiar et al., 2022; Iacolino et al., 2016; Moody et al.,
2019; Palani et al., 2018; Walton & Tiede, 2020).

The basic question which guided this research was:
“How does the diagnosis of a child with intellectual dis-
ability impact the habitual functioning of a family?”
From this question, the general objective of this study
was to conduct an in-depth analysis to the functioning of
families of children with intellectual disability using the
FACES-20Esp scale. This general goal was pursued
through the following specific research objectives:

—To validate the FACES-20Esp instrument through
its application with a sample of families of children
with intellectual disabilities.

—To analyze the functioning of families of children
with intellectual disability, according to the dimen-
sions of cohesion and adaptability, as proposed in
Olson’s Circumplex Model (Olson et al., 1979, 2019).

Method

Participants

The study used an intentional, non-probability method
to collect a sample of Spanish families of children with
intellectual disability.

The final sample consisted of 441 families. The
respondents to the questionnaire were primarily mothers

Table I. Sociodemographic Data of the Sample.

(73.5%), compared to fathers (25.4%), with ages ranging
from 27 to 85 and an average age of 50years. 100% of
the families included in the sample had a family member
diagnosed with intellectual disability between 4 and
55years of age, the mode being 14.

The key sociodemographic data of the sample is pro-
vided in Table 1, below.

Instrument

This study used FACES-20Esp scale (Martinez-
Pampliega et al., 2006; Sanz et al., 2002) the abbreviated,
transcultural Spanish version of the Family Adaptability
and Cohesion Evaluation Scale—FACES II (Olson
et al., 1982), maintaining direct correspondence with the
dimensions of cohesion and adaptability of the Spanish
version of the Family Adaptability and Cohesion
Evaluation Scale IV—FACES 1V (Martinez-Pampliega
et al., 2017). The FACES-20Esp is easy to administer,
with a limited number of items (20 in total), and is con-
sidered an effective tool to evaluate family functioning
within a Spanish cultural context with optimum psycho-
metric properties (Martinez-Pampliega et al., 2010). The
tool was developed on the basis of Olson Circumplex
Model, using two subscales to analyze the dimensions of
cohesion and adaptability. The instrument consists of a
total of 20 items and the psychometric properties for the
abbreviated Spanish version are considered adequate in
terms of convergent and divergent validity as well as
reliability, with a Cronbach’s alpha of .89 for cohesion
and .87 for adaptability (Martinez-Pampliega et al.,

Variable N Frequency Percentage
Nationality Spanish 44| 391 88.7
Other 50 1.3
Civil status Married 441 332 75.3
Divorced 58 132
Widower I 25
Other 40 9.1
Employment situation Full-time 441 250 56.78
Part-time 73 16,6
Unemployed 37 84
Domestic work 57 12.9
Other 24 5.4
Education Post-graduate 44| 60 13.6
University degree 109 24.7
Diploma 71 16.1
Secondary studies 17 26.5
Primary studies 54 12.2
No studies I 25
Other 19 43
Help with the care No 44| 273 61.9
of the child Yes (family) 127 288
Yes (external) 40 9.1
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Figure 2. Confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) for the FACES-20Esp Scale.

2006). The FACES-20Esp is an important tool in the
study of family systems within Spanish (Bernedo et al.,
2022; Martinez-Pampliega et al., 2019; Montejo et al.,
2019) and Latin American cultures (Huaiquifil & Barra,
2018; Luna-Bernal, 2012; Zicavo et al., 2012).

For this study, the scale was integrated within four-
part questionnaire. The first part explained the research
objectives and procedures of the study; the second part
included important information about the confidentiality
and anonymity of all data collected and the voluntary
nature of participation; the third part collected sociode-
mographic information about the participants; finally,
port four consisted of the FACES-20Esp questionnaire.

Procedure

The data for the study was collected in three-steps process:

e In step one, the cooperation of schools in the
Community of Madrid (Spain) with students with
intellectual disabilities was requested. Initial con-
tact with these schools was by telephone, followed-
up by personalized email outlining the objectives
and process of the research. Once schools volunta-
rily accepted to participate in the study, they were
asked to indicate the exact number of students
with intellectual disability in the school.

e In step two, paper version of the questionnaires
were sent in sealed envelopes to each school. The
questionnaires were distributed directly to partici-
pating families who returned the complete ques-
tionnaires to the school.

e Finally, in step three, the completed question-
naires were collected from the schools 2 weeks
after they were initially sent. A database was

created of the results of the questionnaires for
subsequent analysis.

Data Analysis

To confirm construct validity an analysis was made of
the reliability of the instrument, calculating the reliability
of both the complete instrument and each of its dimen-
sions (cohesion and adaptability) using Cronbach’s
alpha. A confirmatory factor analysis was also conducted
to ensure the goodness of fit. Finally, a descriptive analy-
sis was performed to identify the type of functioning of
participating families in both general terms and form
each of the specific dimensions.

Results
Construct Validity

The reliability tests confirm the adequacy of the instru-
ment for the sample, with a Cronbach’s alpha of .91, indi-
cating an excellent level of reliability for the complete
scale. The results for the dimensions cohesion and adapt-
ability were .84 and .85 respectively, indicating a good
level of reliability.

The confirmatory factor analysis indicates that the
model has a poor fit, although it the thresholds of accept-
ability established by the authors (0.090 for CFI and TLI,
and 0.05 for RMSEA); in our case the model scored 0.885
for CFI, 0.820 for TLI, and 0.082 for RMSEA. The model
was created using the criterion of maximum likelihood.

As shown in Figure 2, the result of the Pearson corre-
lation test for both factors is .88, indicating a high rela-
tion between the two factors. The goodness of index for
all items is significant, although item 18 had a score of
0.27, the lowest within the model.
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Table 2. Descriptive Analysis of Family Cohesion, Adaptability
and Functioning of Families of Children with Intellectual Disability.

Dimension N Mean SD
Cohesion 44| 42.6 5.4
Adaptability 441 40.2 5.9
Family functioning 441 828 10.6
35,6 : 2111
35,4
m Disengaged ® Separated ® Connected Enmeshed

Figure 3. Frequencies of family types based on the variable
cohesion.

Descriptive Analysis of Family Styles According to
Cohesion and Adaptability

The descriptive data for the variables cohesion and
adaptability, as well as the complete scale of overall fam-
ily functioning is provided in Table 1 below. It must be
noted that responses are on Likert-type scale of 1 to 5;
thus, each variable has a minimum score of 10 and the
maximum is 50. Similarly, for overall family functioning,
the minimum score is 20 and the maximum 100. The
results show scores above the mean for each of the vari-
ables and for overall family functioning (Table 2).

Each dimension was analyzed to verify the predomi-
nant types of family functioning in the sample.
Considering the four types of families within the dimen-
sion cohesion (disengaged, separated, connected, and
enmeshed), Figure 3 shows the highest percentage of fam-
ilies are enmeshed (35.6%), an extreme or unbalanced
type. However, considering the total results, the majority
of families can be classified as in the mid-range (56.5%).

For the dimension of adaptability again we can distin-
guish four types of families (rigid, structured, flexible,

95,5

® Rigid = Structured = Flexible Chaotic

Figure 4. Frequencies of family types based on the variable
adaptability.

and chaotic). The results presented in Figure 4 indicated
that a significant majority of families can be classified as
unbalanced (95.5%), specifically as chaotic, while 0% of
families can be classified as rigid and with very low scores
in the intermediate levels.

Based on the results for each of the dimensions, we
analyzed the families according to the model by Olson
et al. (1989) model which establishes three general types
of family functioning: extreme, mid-range, and unba-
lanced/extreme, derived from combination of scores
obtained for the dimensions of cohesion and adaptability.

The resulting styles or types of family functioning are
indicated in Figure 5 below. As shown, the majority of
families (58.2%) can be classified as mid-range, which
indicates that one of the dimensions is balanced and
another is unbalanced. Additionally, a high percentage
of families (40.3%) qualify as unbalanced or extreme;
that is, scores can be considered as extreme or unba-
lanced for both cohesion and adaptability.

Discussion

The results obtained allowed us to achieve the two objec-
tives of this research, to validate the FACES-20Esp scale
for a use with Spanish families of children with intellectual
disability and to analyze the functioning of families in
terms of cohesion and adaptability, taking Olson’s
Circumplex Model as a reference Olson et al. (1979, 2019).

Regarding the first specific research objective, to vali-
date the psychometric properties of the FACES-20Esp
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scale for use with families of children with intellectual
disability, the results confirm that the instrument is reli-
able for this sample. The validity of the instrument was
confirmed through reliability testing which showed excel-
lent results (0.91) for the complete scale and good results
for the cohesion (0.84) and adaptability (0.85) dimen-
sions. The confirmatory factor analysis confirmed the
good relation between the factors, although the data indi-
cates that a single factor model would produce better
result.

The second specific objective of the study was also
achieved: the analysis of family functioning of families of
children with intellectual disability. The results offer real
into the habitual dynamics of families of children with
intellectual disability in terms of their cohesion and
adaptability.

Regarding the first of these variables, there has been a
great deal of research into cohesion within families of
children with different types of disability, with very
mixed results (Ekas et al., 2016; Kandel & Merrick,
2007; Lanfranchi & Vianello, 2012; Ma et al., 2022;
Mitchell et al., 2016). Studies have found that highly
cohesive families have a greater capacity to deal with epi-
sodic moments of stress, such as the moment of diagno-
sis of a disability (Choi & Van Riper, 2016; Nelson et al.,
2016; Serrano & Izuzquiza, 2017), while some compara-
tive studies have found less cohesion among families of
children with intellectual disability than those without
(Cuzzocrea et al., 2013; Lanfranchi & Vianello, 2012).
The present study found that, in terms of cohesion, the
highest number of families can be classified as enmeshed
(35.6%), suggesting an excessive bond that may inhibit

the personal autonomy of individual members, with an
intrusive control over family relationships or excessive
dependency (Manzi et al., 2006). Personal autonomy and
independence are vitally important factors in maintain-
ing family stability (Baltes & Silverberg, 2019), and it
can be deduced that highly enmeshed families are at risk.

Cohesion can be understood as “the emotional bond
that family members have with each other” (Olson et al.,
2019, p. 201), and the study found that a high percentage
of families (56.5%) of children with intellectual disability
have a high degree of cohesion while maintaining a
degree of independent among family members.
Adaptability refers to “the amount of changes in leader-
ship, roles, and relationship rules” (Olson et al., 2019, p.
202); that is, the capacity of the family to adjust or adapt
to situations that could lead to family disintegration,
achieving a new equilibrium and stability through
change. In the case of families of children with disability,
the results indicate that a large majority of families can
be classified as chaotic (95.5%), characterized by erratic
or limited leadership, impulsive decisions and unclear
roles; that is, with highly irregular discipline (Zegers
et al., 2003). According to Olson (1999), a prolonged
period of chaotic family functioning can lead to signifi-
cant problems for families.

The results for adaptability reflect a common situa-
tion in which of families of children with intellectual dis-
ability present numerous changes in family dynamics
and the roles of individual members within the family
system (Soponaru & Iorga, 2015). Chaotic family sys-
tems, in terms of adaptability, suppose an added diffi-
culty for families to face day-to-day adversities of caring
for a child with intellectual disability (Rafferty et al.,
2022). According to the authors Ramirez and Rodriguez
(2014), “the raising children with disabilities creates com-
plex events in family life, and, in turn, it marks processes
in adapting to the new home situation” (p. 147).

According to Olson (2000), families may change at
specific moments to a more extreme or unbalanced style
functioning which will enable them to deal with specific
circumstances of stress; however, this type of functioning
if it becomes persistent over the long term, can become a
problem within the family. According to Peralta and
Arellano (2010), the impact of a disability on a family
has change, with more positive connotations than in the
past. But this does not suggest that family systems do
not experience stress in the care of a child with a disabil-
ity. It appears that, in many cases, a disability can lead
to a more enmeshed family (Bourke-Taylor et al., 2022;
Ekas et al., 2016; Villavicencio & Lopez, 2017), as
reflected in the results of our study which indicate that a
significant number of families (35.6%) can be classified
this type. Although in the majority of cases, family func-
tioning can be classified as mid-range in terms of
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cohesion and adaptability, there is a high percentage of
families which can be characterized as unbalanced or
extreme, and thus can be defined as dysfunctional fami-
lies. This dysfunctionality can pose significant problems
within a family, especially when prolonged over time
rather than a response to specific or episodic moments of
stress (Delgado-Gonzalez et al., 2020).

Conclusions

The results of the present study offer an insight into the
impact of intellectual disability on families in terms of their
cohesion and adaptability. Generally speaking, the func-
tioning of these types of family ecosystems can be consid-
ered in terms of movement and change, whereby family
members adapt to changing needs and circumstances due
to disability of a child or family member. Thus, adaptation
and cohesion can be seen as directly dependent on the life
stage of the child (Garcia et al., 2017).

The research also reveals certain aspects which may
be positive for the parents of children with disabilities
(Beighton & Wills, 2019), these may include greater
cohesion and emotional bonding within the family, even
though this may be excessive at moments of particular
stress. Nevertheless, the results show that once a disabil-
ity has been diagnosed, families do not feel prepared to
deal with the many challenges and transformations to
family dynamics required to care for the child with a dis-
ability (Sen & Yurtsever, 2007; Staunton et al., 2020).

Finally, the data offers greater insight into the situa-
tion of families of children with disabilities, and may sug-
gest the design of more effective interventions, both in
terms of educational support and clinical interventions
(Hiebert-Murphy et al., 2011). Considering that disabil-
ity will be a constant reality for families throughout their
life, it is important to empower family systems, fostering
a feeling of competence in dealing with adversity and
adapting personal roles and family dynamics to meet
these challenges (Itzhaky & Schwartz, 2001; Kalleson
et al., 2020).

Limitations and Prospects

The current research has several limitations that need to
be acknowledged. A primary limitation is the use of pur-
posive sampling, which restricts the generalizability of
the findings to a broader population. Since data were
not collected randomly, a potential sample selection bias
may be present, meaning that results might reflect unique
characteristics of the studied families rather than broader
societal trends. While purposive sampling ensured that
participants met criteria relevant to the research, future

studies could benefit from probabilistic sampling to
enhance the generalizability of findings.

Another limitation is the potential for deeper qualita-
tive exploration of the experiences of families with a
member with intellectual disabilities through in-depth
interviews, which could yield a richer understanding of
the daily challenges these families face.

For future research, it would be interesting to conduct
comparative studies with families of children with dis-
abilities of various etiologies to explore differences in
family functioning across ecosystems. Additionally,
incorporating the communication variable from the IV
version of the instrument used (FACES IV) could offer a
more comprehensive view of family dynamics. Lastly,
using the FACES-20Esp scale with a single factor could
improve model fit indices in studies on family function-
ing with children with intellectual disabilities.
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