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In this article we will present the Conjoint Family Drawing, a graphic-interactive tool developed to evaluate family relationships. This tool allows an analytical and clinical evaluation of families and their relationships while facilitating the understanding of the overall family functioning through a synthetic coding system which distinguishes families from each other. First of all, a presentation of the analytical coding system is provided; such system consists of a grid, formed by two distinct levels of observation: the analysis of the product, which, in turn focuses on two levels, the global-familiar one (given by the overall drawing) and the individual one (given the individual members’ drawings), and the analysis of the drawing process (what happens during the realization of the drawing), which is made up of the observations of family interactions at the individual and group level. Consistently with our objectives and the theoretical and methodological literature on family drawing in its various forms and ways of implementation, 10 indicators for product analysis and 9 indicators for process analysis have been identified. A sample of 117 Conjoint Family Drawings was analyzed in order to verify the coding system’s applicability and effectiveness. The sample was constituted according to a convenience (not probabilistic) criterion. Following, a computing system was developed to allow the investigation of the overall family functioning through three steps: (1) the analysis of the frequency distribution of each indicator, in order to verify the non-determinability rates and the distribution of the different answer options; (2) a two-step cluster analysis, to determine homogeneous groups of Conjoint Family Drawings and identify, within each cluster (and comparatively between the clusters), the indicators and answer modalities that mostly affect the clusters’ aggregation itself; (3) the development of a synthetic system to code the Conjoint Family Drawing, beginning with the indicators that define the typological profiles of the clusters obtained. The synthetic system was developed through a summative and logical-combinatorial method, merging the most discriminating and clinically significant coding items, that is, those that are best associable to specific ways of family functioning. Seven family types emerged from these analyses: families characterized by optimal functioning, families characterized by adequate functioning, families characterized by chaotic functioning, families characterized by fragile paternity, families characterized by separate functioning, families with multiproblematic functioning and residual families. The characteristics of these family types will be outlined in this article.
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INTRODUCTION: THE ORIGINS OF THE CONJOINT FAMILY DRAWING

The drawing of human figures has been used in the field of psychological evaluation since the early years of the last century. Over time, it became widespread both for clinical assessment as well as for therapeutic purposes, as it is particularly suitable for children or people with speech impairments limiting their verbal communication skills (Goodenough, 1926).

The growing interest for drawings in the early decades of the past century led to the definition of a set of indicators capable of determining the correspondence between the subject’s cognitive development and the drawing’s characteristics. It was Machover (1949) who, in the early 50’s, suggested that human figure drawings could be used to gain an insight into the child’s inner world and, more generally, to facilitate the understanding of personality traits. The scholar showed how, thanks to identification and projection mechanisms, subjects used to transfer several elements concerning themselves onto their drawings. In this perspective, drawings go from being instruments for cognitive screening to becoming a key asset for the study of personality in a psychodynamic perspective. Therefore, they started being used with adults as well as with children. Starting from the 70’s on, Koppitz (1968, 1983) integrated the two above mentioned perspectives on the use of drawings and developed two subscales that allowed to measure both the subject’s cognitive development as well as his/her emotional condition (with particular reference to anxiety and conflict).

The Family Drawing Test landed in Europe in 1952 thanks to Porot (1952); at that time, both psychological research and clinical interventions focused on families. In particular, the idea of asking a young subject (6–15 years old) to draw his/her own family stems from the belief that families are the primary responsible for the individual emotional and cognitive development. The Family Drawing Test has been widely studied and refined by psychodynamically-oriented scholars and the many revisions provided over time have led to the development of several scales, each with specific indicators. More specifically, such indicators pertain the drawing’s content (Passi Tognazzo, 1975; Tambelli et al., 1996) on their side, focused on the shape when outlining their indicators.

The Kinetic Family Drawing (Burns and Kaufman, 1970; Burns, 1982; Handler and Habenicht, 1994) adds to the individual focus adopted by the Family Drawing Test by delving on the idea of the family as an active and interactive whole. The representation of families in action, of family members “doing something together,” allows to identify the child’s impressions of the relationships among the family members as well as to gain an insight of the active and creative nature of family dynamics. Burns (1982) specifically devised a category to assess family agency: beyond the formal characteristics considered by previous research, the author also developed some indicators to evaluate the various family activities depicted in the drawing (e.g., cooperation, communication, masochism, narcissism, sadism, tension, and support). The category named “style” includes indicators such as space fragmentation according to the number of subjects, encapsulation, presence of boundaries and dividing lines. Moreover, Handler and Habenicht (1994) proved that the Kinesic Family Drawing can correctly detect relational problems and it is a good measure of the style of family functioning.

Thanks to the development of the Collaborative Drawing Technique (Smith, 1985), interactional dynamics among family members took over and gained greater relevance over representational ones. This test gives the family—gathered around a table—an interactive, non-verbal task. To evaluate the final product, the authors developed both outcome (compliance to the instructions, individual involvement, scene depicted) as well as process indicators (use of the space, themes, and contents’ development).

The Conjoint Family Drawing we are presenting in this article is the result of the efforts of a group of researchers and clinicians from the Athenaeum Centre for Family Research and Studies of the Catholic University in Milan who have been working with divorced families over the past decades. This instrument has proven to be particularly effective in both clinical assessment and therapy and it has been used with different family types. Over the years, a coding grid for the analysis and interpretation of drawings has been developed on the basis of both the most robust and consolidated indicators found in the literature on family drawings and the most relevant and updated theoretical and clinical knowledge on family dynamics (Gennari and Tamanza, 2012).



THE CONJOINT FAMILY DRAWING

The instrument administration requires all family members to be present together, each is called to pick a colored marker that will be used throughout the whole session so to distinguish the individual contributions of each family member. Family members are given the following instructions: “Now I would like you to use this sheet to draw your family while doing something. You can take some time to decide together what you would like to draw.”

Instructions are purposefully ambiguous and generic so to allow family members to take a shared decision on what to draw: the family has, therefore, a great freedom of decision and expression, the only limitation being the color of the marker chosen by each member. The instructions’ ambiguity serve the purpose of allowing family characteristics to emerge and family members to reveal their peculiar way of interacting with one another and of managing a common task.

Lastly, instructions “speak” to the family as a whole, considering it as a group whose members share a common history and have reciprocal relationships. In other words, the observation of the ways in which family members face a conjoint task (i.e., a drawing in our case) can provide an insight on the family’s characteristics and offer a glimpse of the specific and unique ways family members interact with one another.



THE DRAWING’S CODING GRID

Consistently with the aims of the instrument and with the literature on both family and individual drawing, a coding grid to interpret the Conjoint Family Drawing was developed over the years. Such grid includes some useful indicators to evaluate the family functioning and its overall dynamics: the Gestalt perspective (Lobb, 2001), Olson’s circumflex model (Olson et al., 1979), family relations assessment instruments, such as the Family Life Space-FLS (Gozzoli and Tamanza, 1998) have all been used to develop such indicators. Other indicators assess couple’s dynamics, both in terms of the marital couple as well as the parental couple (Cigoli and Scabini, 2006); with respect to these latter indicators, the authors drew upon Minuchin’s (1974) strategic and structural therapy, the contextual therapy of Boszormenyi-Nagy and Spark (1973) and Bowen (1978) approach. Lastly, some indicators pertain to individual functioning and evaluate the individual either in relation to other family members or with regards to his/her specific functioning (these latter indicators are based on the literature on individual drawings, see, for example Burns, 1982; Handler and Habenicht, 1994; Fury et al., 1997; Jordan, 2001).

The coding grid is structured around four main areas of investigation: the overall family outcome, the individual outcomes produced by each member and the process at both the individual and family level.

The analysis of the outcome consists of an attentive and systematic observation of the drawing and does not require any other additional information besides the drawing itself. It is based upon four indicators:


1.Occupation of the space. Ideally, one should expect a balance between the space occupied by the drawing and the blank space (the drawing’s background), this latter symbolizing the possibility for change and transformation. On the contrary, the absence of blank space (filled up drawings) suggests the absence of a mental space to welcome the unexpected and might indicate that the family is stuck or caught up in painful or difficult circumstances. Conversely, a drawing full of blank spaces indicates the poverty and inability of the family members to provide an articulate and specific representation of themselves. It also suggests the lack of resources to face both expected and unexpected (in this case the drawing) challenges.

2.Drawing’s realism. This indicator assesses the realism of the family drawing. Is the drawing a photographic-like representation of the family or is the family not recognizable? Either way, symbolic or extremely confused drawings indicate a failure in complying to the instructions and a resistance, on the side of the members, to represent themselves as a family.

3.Overall drawing quality. This indicator has to do with the overall feeling emerging from the drawing: does it convey a positive, vital feeling or is it mournful and dark? In order to evaluate the drawing, both the content and realization modes (shapes, colors, objects, etc.) are considered. This indicator allows the researcher to understand whether the family is conceived as a nurturing and supportive environment by its members or if they perceive it as a place of sorrow and pain.

4.Topic(s) represented. The goal, in this case, is to determine whether the family is capable of depicting a common scene, as required by the instructions. Such an indicator, therefore, is particularly useful in highlighting the family’s capability of acting as a whole. In case the drawing lacks the presence of a unique scene involving the whole family, it is useful to analyze each of the family scenes depicted. Specifically, it is important to determine which subsystems take part in the creation of what scenes in order to understand which members work together toward a common goal. The various scenes could be the result of individual work or, rather, the outcome of a joint effort made by the couple members, the siblings or by intergenerational dyads, such as that composed by a parent and his/her child.



A further set of outcome indicators pertains the individual contributions given by each member. The observation of individual contributions allows to detect family coalitions, relational conflicts, and power struggles as well as the cooperative or exclusion dynamics and the reciprocal roles played by family members. To this end, the following indicators have been identified:


5.Integration and participation in the drawing. The goal of such indicator is to determine whether more people took part in the representation of one specific object in the drawing. People can participate by adding something and building on what was previously drawn or, at the contrary, by destroying, erasing or diminishing previous contributions. This indicator measures both the quantity and quality of the total interactions and of those within the parental couple.

6.Family members represented in the drawing. It is key to determine whether all family members appear in the drawing and who’s drawn them, similarly, it is important to notice if one member appears more than once as this is an important indicator of the family’s ability to share a common and recognizable representation of each member. In this perspective, the repeated presence of the same character is problematic as it indicates the family inability of acknowledging the contribution given by other members. In a similar fashion, the absence of a family member is an indicator of his/her perceived value and role within the family.

7.Realism of the subjects represented. Such indicator detects the “humanization” of the subjects represented in the drawing by determining whether they are consistent with the reality or, on the contrary, if they assume ambiguous or unreal shapes (e.g., symbols or inanimate objects). In other words, this indicator reveals the capability, on the side of the family members, to recognize each other as human beings.

8.Characterization of the subjects. This indicator pinpoints the details characterizing the human figures depicted in the drawing. According to the literature on human figure drawings, the presence or absence of details and the overall richness of a representation is an indicator of the relational and individual value of the person being represented.

9.Presence of symbols. In the case of Conjoint Family Drawings, symbols are defined as those graphical elements that, due to their unrelatedness to the overall scene, require a specific attention and interpretation on the observer’s side. With respect to the drawing evaluation, each symbol needs to be taken into account and its underlying meaning clinically understood.

10.Presence of deletions. The presence of deletions carried out by one family member to the detriment of another member’s graphic production can highlight conflicts and power struggles within the family; moreover, it is important to record who is performing the deletion and what is deleted, as the object being erased might be an indicator of the subject of the conflict.



The second level of analysis pertains to the observation of the drawing process. It necessarily implies the presence of a silent observer that codes the behaviors and attitudes of each family member throughout the whole session. Such an observation is therefore possible only provided that the researcher is present during the task execution or if a video-recording is taken.

As happened for outcome indicators, process indicators focus on both the overall family functioning as well as on the behaviors and individual contributions of each family member. Actually, being it extremely hard to distinguish the individual and family contributions as they are largely intertwined, most of the indicators involve two levels of observation: the detailed observation of each individual member and, subsequently, an overall impression of the family as a unity. Such an impression can be the result of the sum of individual actions or rather stem from a particularly relevant contribution by one member.

Following are the process analysis indicators:


11.Involvement in the task. Who accommodates the researcher’s request and tries to facilitate the involvement and compliance of the other family members? Determining who, among the members, is complying with the instructions is important to understand the level of motivation and alliance with the research/clinical team. Moreover, it indicates the presence of leading and organizing functions within the family. In particular, one can expect an initial involvement of the parental couple (either individually or as a couple), of the siblings (again, individually or as a group), or of a parent and a child together.

12.Decision made. Such an indicator focuses on the time allocated to the decision process and it particularly evaluates whether family members are capable of devoting a congruous amount of time to deciding what to draw. The lack of dialogue (immediate acting out) as well as a prolonged discussion signal an inability in effectively manage the decision process and might be indicators of a difficulty in coping with unforeseen situations or problems.

13.Decision making modality. With regards the decision-making process, it is important to acknowledge the nature of the exchanges between the family members as they can be more or less constructive, depending on whether they are capable of listening to each other and exchanging opinions in a fair and calm manner. In this sense, hostile or conflicting tones, the exclusion of one (or more) member(s), the refusal to take part in the decision-making process, the impossibility of reaching a shared decision, or the making of a one-sided choice are all signs of dysfunctional relational and communication dynamics.

14.Emotional climate. Focusing on the emotional climate of the family system throughout the drawing process allows to assess the family’s ability to cope with and find a shared solution to potential problems or stress factors (in this specific case the task of making a drawing). Specifically, this indicator aims to detect defense mechanisms, such as banalization and irony as well as to highlight the presence of negative emotional states, such as excessive anxiety or anguish. Moreover, this indicator signals the family’s ability to maintain a sufficient level of emotional organization to effectively carry out the task. Besides the evaluation of the role played by each family member, it is also important to assess the family as a whole (synthetic evaluation).

15.Family exchanges during the drawing execution. Such an indicator allows researchers to observe the family while moving around the sheet: do family members allow themselves to freely move around the sheet in order to realize the best possible shared outcome? The presupposition underlying such indicator is that the members’ immobilism might signal rigidity, lack of flexibility and adaptability. Similarly, excessive or haphazard movements might indicate the lack of defined roles and functions which result in a disorganization of the whole system. Along with the positions and actions taken by individual family members, it is also important to record the movements of the family as a whole (synthetic evaluation).

16.Handling intergenerational difference. When assessing the family, it is particularly important to examine the relationship between parents and their child(ren) while executing the task. With respect to parents, researchers should watch out for signs of containment (e.g., reminding the rules, setting and protecting boundaries, making proposals on how to carry on the task, etc.) and support (e.g., expressing sympathy and understanding, showing affection, encouraging and motivating, valuing the efforts made and the results obtained, etc.). The two parenting functions are named “father parenting” and “mother parenting.” With respect to children, it is important to determine whether they are capable of acknowledging and accepting their parents’ suggestions and support and therefore if they recognize their role and function within the family (called “acknowledgment of mother” and “acknowledgment of father”).

17.Handling the intergenerational difference: siblings. In this case, attention is placed on horizontal family ties, focusing on the sibling relationship and on the couple relationship alternatively. With respect to siblings, it is important to understand whether they are capable of differentiating from one another, each giving their own specific contribution to the common project, avoiding both homologation and forced differentiation.

18.Handling the intergenerational difference: the marital couple. With respect to spouses, the presence of a reciprocal acknowledgment of one’s role (e.g., valuing and referring to the other as a parent, supporting each other in parenting, promoting cooperative actions, etc.) as well as of mutual support (e.g., showing mutual support, sharing tasks, etc.) is investigated.





THE DRAWINGS’ ANALYTIC EVALUATION

The categorical analysis of the Conjoint Family Drawing carried out through the coding grid provides a lot of useful information that may result in a deeper understanding of both individual and family functioning. The drawing allows an insight on the cognitive and developmental functioning of each member as well as on his/her characteristics, moreover it provides information on the interactional and relational dynamics within the family. It seems important to remind that, in order to maintain a multi-perspective and foster a multidimensional approach to the study of families, the individual and family levels of analysis need to be conceived as deeply intertwined. Another relevant aspect concerns the fact that there are three possible levels of observation that, while being strictly connected, pertain to different and complimentary areas: the representational level (that is the drawing itself), the operative level (that is the process of making the drawing), and the organizational level (how the family faces the task). By analyzing the actions undertaken to complete the drawing task, it is therefore possible to understand the family coping mechanisms.

In light of the above-mentioned characteristics, the drawing proves to be an extremely useful instrument for assessment, evaluation, and research purposes.

Moreover, the Conjoint Family Drawing can also be used in clinical and therapeutic settings as it increases the understanding of family dynamics while promoting change. Speculating over the drawing allows the family to retrieve the topics and themes emerged during the task execution while the contemplative and self-observational nature of the clinical context foster reflection and introspection. Moreover, the conjoint family experience, the act of “making something together,” is inherently transformative; it is by acting that the family acquires awareness of itself and its own patterns.

Lastly, the Conjoint Family Drawing can be used with different family types, being it suitable for families facing different phases of their life cycle (small children, adolescents, young adults) or dealing with difficult transitions (marital crises, traumatic events, such as illnesses or psychological symptoms). Moreover, this instrument can be used with families belonging to a different cultural background than that of the researchers and with families having limited language and cultural proficiency (e.g., multiproblematic families or low educated ones). The primordial linguistic code embedded in the gesture of making a drawing effectively contains the biases caused by lack of acculturation or poor education.

The Conjoint Family Drawing coding grid has an extremely significant heuristic component as it organizes all the relevant information regarding the family and its members in a systematic and controlled fashion. This allows a preliminary, and yet complete, overview of all the available data while at the same time shielding the researchers from slipping into the perceptual and cognitive biases that typically characterize this phase of information retrieval and decoding (distortions, omissions, neglect, underestimation, etc.). Therefore, the grid is a very valuable instrument as it allows an intersubjective and objective interpretation of each drawing both in clinical and research settings.



METHOD: THE DRAWINGS’ TYPOLOGIC EVALUATION

In order to test its validity and applicability, the analytic coding grid was tested on a sample of 117 family drawings. To this end, the frequency distribution of each indicator was computed in order to assess non-determinability rates and observe the distribution of the answers across the categories. This allowed to determine the applicability and discriminant validity of each indicator.

Subsequently, a synthetic measure of the Conjoint Family Drawing was also attempted for three main reasons. First, along with the analytic observation of the interplay among family members, it is important to provide an overall overview of a complex and multidimensional object such as the family; in this perspective, several indicators simultaneously contribute to determine the family functioning. Secondly, the use of a synthetic measure of the Conjoint Family Drawing would allow comparisons among different cases. Finally, also in view of a multimethod approach to family relations, the use of a synthetic index might facilitate the integration and concomitant use of other measurement instruments. In order to achieve the aforementioned goals, we decided to:


(a)Use a clustering procedure (two-step cluster analysis, SPSS, 21) to group Conjoint Family Drawings into maximally homogeneous clusters and to identify, within each group as well as between the various groups, the indicators that had the greatest weight in determining the data aggregation and the clusters’ formation;

(b)Develop, starting from the prototypical family profiles emerging from the clusters, a synthetic-typological measurement system that could subsequently be associated to specific mechanisms of family functioning.





SAMPLE

The coding grid was empirically tested on a sample of 117 Conjoint Family Drawings in order to check its usefulness and test its efficacy. Sampling used a convenience approach. Table 1 shows the main characteristics of the sample.


TABLE 1. Sample characteristics.

[image: Table 1]
With regards to education and job title, most of the families in our sample had a medium-high sociocultural background, this was especially true when the mothers’ education and job title was considered.



OUTCOMES: ITEMS ANALYSIS

Two independent raters, external to the research team and having different theoretical backgrounds (i.e., cognitive and psychodynamic), coded the Conjoint Family Drawings after having received an appropriate training. Interrater agreement was very high (K = 0.998), thus proving the clarity and non-ambiguity of the indicators, the relative simplicity of the coding procedures as well as the handiness of the instrument itself. A second preliminary proof supporting the adequacy of the coding system was the fact that each of the drawings could be easily coded and that no indicator showed non-determinable values.

The univariate analysis of frequencies also showed that all indicators have a good discriminant validity. The two indicators that showed a slight polarization toward one answer can, therefore, be deemed acceptable (see Table 2).


TABLE 2. Indicators showing the most polarized responses.

[image: Table 2]


OUTCOMES: CLUSTER ANALYSIS

The cluster analysis resulted in a two-cluster solution, each showing rather robust cohesion and separation coefficients (0.3). The two clusters, including 113 of the 117 drawings in the sample, show a good internal homogeneity and are significantly different from one another. Specifically, one cluster is characterized by a high internal homogeneity and includes clearly dysfunctional values with respect to all the indicators considered, the other cluster is more heterogeneous as it includes both functional as well as intermediate values but no dysfunctional value.

Since the outcomes of the cluster analysis also depend upon the number of indicators and their homogeneity, that is by their belonging to the same theoretical domain, we decided to run two independent cluster analyses, separating the process and the outcome indicators. Such additional level of analysis allowed the researchers to determine whether clearer and qualitatively more significant profiles could emerge from the sample. The cluster analysis on the outcome indicators resulted in four clusters, with an acceptable cohesion and separation coefficient (0.2). The four clusters almost cover the entire sample (113 cases out of 117).

The indicators having the greatest weight in determining cluster membership were: integrations’ quantity (with a value of 1), integrations’ quality (0.805), drawing’s realism (0.703), topics represented (0.577), overall quality of the representation (0.547), and space occupation (0.531). On the contrary, the indicators having the least importance in determining the clusters were: family members represented in the drawing (0.267), subjects’ realism (0.252), characterization of the subjects (0.236), couple’s integration quality (0.235), presence of symbols or deletions (0.059).

Only the six indicators that scored above the cut-off threshold and that, therefore, had a significant role in determining the clusters aggregation were taken into account and their distribution within each cluster was closely examined in order to understand the specificities characterizing each cluster and to provide a clinical interpretation (see Table 3).


TABLE 3. Cluster analysis on the outcome indicators.

[image: Table 3]
A two-step cluster analysis was also performed on the eight process indicators, that is, those pertaining the family interactions. Since we were planning to combine the two sets of indicators (i.e., the process and outcome indicators) in order to develop a synthetic and comprehensive assessment system of the Conjoint Family Drawing, we decided to perform a supervised clustering, setting the number of clusters to four.

The four clusters showed an acceptable silhouette coefficient of cohesion and separation (0.2). The most significant indicators in the formation of clusters were: handling of the difference within the marital couple (with a value of 1), decision making modality (0.844), father’s parenting (0.664), emotional climate (0.610), and family exchanges during the task execution (0.543). The remaining five indicators, namely, father’s acknowledgment (0.484), time allocated to the decision-making process (0.483), involvement in the task (0.424), mother’s parenting (0.216), and mother’s acknowledgment (0.214), showed below threshold values. All the 117 drawings were included in the so-formed clusters (see Table 4).


TABLE 4. Cluster analysis on the process indicators.

[image: Table 4]

The Drawings’ Synthetic Evaluation

If we take into consideration the six outcome indicators and the five process indicators that resulted as having the highest discriminant values (i.e., > di 0.5), we can immediately identify a set of answer modalities that give rise to two distinguishable and well-defined prototypical family profiles: the generative family configuration and the multiproblematic family configuration (see Table 5).


TABLE 5. Prototypical profiles.

[image: Table 5]
The generative family configuration was further divided into two groupings, one corresponding to optimal family functioning and the other to good-enough functioning. In order to be classified as part of either grouping, a drawing should simultaneously satisfy at least 8 of the 11 indicators. The choice of setting the cut-off value to eight stems from the acknowledgment that only the presence of eight indicators could guarantee the prevalence criterion to be satisfied in both the overall indicators set as well as in each group of indicators (i.e., process and outcome) at the same time.

Therefore, the inclusion criteria for a case to be assigned to either configuration are:


-for a drawing to be included in the optimal-generative typology, all the 11 indicators need to assume functional and generative modalities (see Table 5);

-for a drawing to be included in the good-enough typology, there need to be from 8 to 10 generative prototypical indicators;

-if 8 or more indicators assume dysfunctional modalities, the drawing is to be attributed to the dysfunctional, multiproblematic configuration;

-all the other drawings should, at this point of the coding process, be classified as intermediate configurations.



By applying the aforementioned rules to our sample, the 117 Conjoint Family Drawings can be classified as follows in Table 6:


TABLE 6. Frequency distribution of the first family typologies emerged.

[image: Table 6]
In this perspective, we deemed it useful to focus on the intermediate configurations, using a qualitative logic. The previous application of quantitative criteria allowed the attribution of the drawings to a specific—intermediate—position, in between the generative and the problematic profiles. This specific positioning remains a common characteristic shared by all drawings in this subgroup, beyond further potential partitions. It seems important to remember that the two independent cluster analyses performed separately on the process and outcome indicators allowed to acknowledge the qualitative and clinical relevance of some of the descriptors and their capability of successfully discriminating among different family configurations. If we retrieve the key characteristics of the clusters emerged from the outcome and process analyses we can, therefore, conclude that:


(1)One of the clusters was characterized by the presence of contrasting variables that, while not completely hindering family action, rendered the image of a chaotic, disorganized functioning. With respect to our synthetic coding system, that is to the 11 outcome and process indicators, this implies a balanced presence of both generative and problematic indicators. This means that, for a drawing to be attributed to this typology, at least four generative and as many problematic variables should be simultaneously present.




(2)Ambiguity and belittlement within the couple along with an ambiguous or frankly problematic position on the side of fathers (that were either absent or overly present) characterized a second cluster. It should be reminded that family action could not be classified as solely problematic as family members also proved to be capable of producing integrated and collaborative drawings. Therefore, in order to be included in this family configuration, that we named as problematic parenting, the following inclusion criteria should be satisfied:


-ambivalence or belittlement within the couple;

-ambiguous, absent or excessively present fathering figures;

-good levels of integration in the graphic production (presence of integrations ≥ absence of integrations).






(3)The third cluster was characterized by the lack of integration within the drawings, to the point that these family were referred to as separated or disengaged. Inclusion criteria require the simultaneous presence of the following:


-complete lack of integration with the parental couple;

-individual involvement in the task execution;

-absence (or limited presence) of intergenerational integrations.





Table 7 shows the differentiation criteria for the drawings falling into the intermediate configurations.


TABLE 7. Differentiation criteria for the intermediate configurations.
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In order to assess the appropriateness and functionality of such rules, they have been applied to the subsample of drawings falling into this intermediate category (see Table 7). The final goal was to determine whether they gave rise to mutually exclusive and well-differentiated groupings or, on the contrary, if the resulting groups were confused and overlapping. Results show an overlapping of only two cases out of 64 (3.1%). Such a result provides ground for the rules we set.

All the Conjoint Family Drawings falling in the so-called intermediate configuration could be reallocated to one of the three sub-groups (i.e., chaotic, fragile or separated/disengaged configuration) by using the synthetic computational system we developed. This constitutes an additional proof of its validity and suitability to measure family interactions. In this respect, the computing system seems to be particularly appropriate, both because the frequency distribution appears to be balanced, and because only the 12% of the cases in this category could not be reattributed to one of the subgroups.

In short, the Conjoint Family Drawing synthetic evaluation system appears as a logic-conditional path (see Figure 1), in which a set of consecutive passages lead to each drawing being assigned to a given typology that, in turn, corresponds to a specific family relational configuration. Specifically, if a design cannot be attributed to the optimal, adequate and multi-problematic typological configurations, it is attributed to the intermediate configurations. In this case, the 11 discriminating indicators identified by the outcome and process clusters are analyzed, concluding that:


(a)If at least 4 functional indicators and at least 4 problematic indicators are found, a chaotic family functioning emerges;

(b)If deprecation within the couple, absence of father, integration between family members in the drawing are found at the same time, a “fragile paternity” family functioning emerges;

(c)If the absence of integration between couple members and within the drawing is accompanied by an individual involvement in the task, a separate family functioning emerges;

(d)If the drawing cannot be attributed to the optimal, adequate, nor to the multi-problematic typology and, at the same time, the conditions listed above (a-c) do not occur, one should conclude the drawing cannot be assigned to a specific typology; nonetheless, a clinical interpretation of the drawing can be provided by analyzing individual indicators (see paragraph 4 on the drawings’ analytic evaluation).




[image: image]

FIGURE 1. Decision tree for the identification of family relational configurations.


Finally, a further proof of the soundness of the synthetic evaluation system we developed was provided by associating the Family Configurations we observed with the characteristics of the various family groups constituting our sample (see Table 8).


TABLE 8. Bivariate analysis comparing family characteristics to typological Configurations.

[image: Table 8]
The outcomes of this analysis clearly show a correspondence between the typologies obtained through the Conjoint Family Drawing synthetic evaluation system and the characteristics of the families in our sample. Specifically, more than half of the non-clinical families that were met in research contexts fell into the generative/optimal configuration while only a few were found to belong to the multiproblematic group. On the contrary, families that were recruited in clinical contexts were more likely to fall into the multiproblematic profile and never happened to be assigned to the generative group.




CONCLUSION

The Conjoint Family Drawing provides an answer to the increasing need for tools for family assessment (Handler and Thomas, 2014; Pourhosein et al., 2016; Klumpp et al., 2020). It allows to read family functioning both in clinical (Pace et al., 2021) and socio-educational situations (Van Velsor and Cox, 2000), as well as in research settings. This tool might come in handy, especially in cases of speech or verbal impairments as it doesn’t draw upon the dialogic-narrative channel as a source of information; specifically, by leveraging on images, it can facilitate the access to the interactive and symbolic dimensions of family exchanges.

Thanks to its characteristics, the Conjoint Family Drawing is particularly suitable for the assessment of families with children aged between 3 and 13. One limitation of this instruments is that it is not suitable for families with adolescents or young adults, since drawing, at this stage of one’s development, is not an elective language and therefore young people may experience difficulties in using such mean of expression (Oster and Crone, 2004). Furthermore, assigning the family a drawing task may elicit counter-dependent behaviors in adolescents or constitute a regressive situation (Riley, 2001; Zeevi, 2021). Another limitation of this instruments is that, while being particularly suitable for the assessment and therapy of families in traditional settings, it cannot be used in on-line consultations, that are rapidly becoming extremely widespread (Kim et al., 2011).

The present article addresses the issue of the effectiveness of The Conjoint Family Drawing as no empirical evidence of its validity as a family assessment instrument has even been provided. Specifically, our study aims to fill this gap by empirically validating this instrument. To this end, a clear and well-defined coding grid was developed and the discriminant validity of the indicators was assessed. Our goal was to provide preliminary empirical evidence supporting the use of Conjoint Family Drawings in both research (Accordini et al., 2018; Mannino et al., 2019) and clinical settings (Gennari and Tamanza, 2017; Tamanza et al., 2018).

Further studies involving larger samples and specific target samples are needed in order to confirm the discriminant validity of this instrument (Pace et al., 2021). Moreover, studies comparing the outcomes obtained from the administration of the Conjoint Family Drawing with results from other assessment techniques are needed in order to prove the instrument’s reliability and specificity.
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