
HISTORY AND DEFINITION 
OF STRESS THEORY

PART I

P art I of this book consists of two chapters. The first chapter gives a 
brief overview of the history of stress theory. The second chapter 
attempts to clarify definitions of concepts.
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T his chapter presents the history of stress theory, a relatively new 
theory that is still evolving. Although limited to dealing with one 
major aspect of clients’ lives, stress theory’s “applicability is far-

reaching” (Ingoldsby, Smith, & Miller, 2004, p. 147). The terms stress theory 
and crisis theory have been used interchangeably. This text uses the term 
stress theory as the title acknowledges that, although sometimes stress is of 
crisis proportions, stress is not always of that severity.

A theory is an explanation of observations (Babbie, 2004) that can show 
us how to intervene (Burr, 1995), predict behavior, and guide research. 
There are different types of theories. Stress theory is a social theory that 
explains observations about stress, an aspect of social life. Theories use con-
cepts that represent classes of phenomena to explain observations. A vari-
able, a special type of concept that varies, is composed of a set of attributes 
(Babbie, 2004). The attributes male and female compose the variable gen-
der as gender varies from male to female. When we put together concepts 
showing their relationships, we form conceptual frameworks or models. 
Chapters in Part II of this book include conceptual frameworks/models of 
stress theory. Although stress theory is a relatively new development, most 
likely people have dealt with stress since the beginning of the human race.

Boss (1987) points out that “in the Talmud and the Bible, we read 
that families have been concerned with events of change, trouble, disas-
ter, and ambiguity since the beginning of recorded time” (p. 696). Early 
stress researchers in England wrote “considerably on problem families, 
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labeling them as deviant, antisocial, and lower class” (Hill, 1958, p. 144). 
Early American researchers, in contrast to English researchers, concen-
trated on the processes of family maladjustment rather than on stereo-
typing families (Hill, 1958). The late 1970s through the late 1980s saw a 
shift in research from family weaknesses to family strengths and coping 
strategies (Burr, 1989). Research on stress not only varied in focus from 
weaknesses to strengths; it also varied in the unit of analysis from indi-
viduals, to families, to communities.

In this chapter, a brief history of the development of individual stress 
theory appears first, followed by the history of the development of family 
stress theory. Although this text is primarily aimed at people interested in 
families, individual stress theory has made valuable contributions to under-
standing family stress (Boss, 2002), and both individual and family stress 
theories are important in family stress management.

Individual Stress Theory

Contributions to individual stress theory came largely from psychobiology, 
sociology, psychiatry, and anthropology. The earlier researchers were 
psychobiologists, followed by sociologists, psychiatrists, and anthropologists. 
The models briefly discussed in this section are presented in detail in Part II of 
this text. See Figure 1.1 for a timeline of individual stress theory development. 
We begin with the contributions of psychobiology.

Figure 1.1  Timeline of Development of Individual Stress Theory
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Psychobiology

Early psychobiologists found a connection between emotional stress 
and physiology. Cannon (1929) did early experimental work showing that 
stimuli associated with emotional arousal led to changes in physiological 
processes. Later, the relationship between ordinary life events and illness 
was demonstrated. More recently technological advances facilitated research 
showing specific physiological responses to stress. Shortly after the work of 
early psychobiologists, sociologists began contributing to the stress research.

Sociology

Lindemann (1944), a sociologist, described individual bereavement 
experiences of surviving relatives of those who died in the Melody Lounge 
Cocoanut Grove fire. In studying surviving relatives of the people who per-
ished in the fire, he found that those who had positive outcomes had gone 
through a process. The grieving process that he observed is discussed later 
in Part III: Crisis Management. Following the work in sociology, psychiatrists 
contributed to the stress literature.

Psychiatry

Early psychiatrists contributing to stress theory included Tyhurst (1951, 
1957a, 1957b), Caplan (1964, 1974), Holmes and Rahe (1967), and Sifneos 
(1960). While Tyhurst (1951, 1957a, 1957b) developed a model describing the 
natural history of individual reactions to disaster, which are discussed in Part II 
of this book, Holmes and Rahe (1967) conceived of life events as stressors, 
which require change in the individual’s ongoing life pattern. Their Social 
Readjustment Rating Scale (SRRS) (Holmes & Rahe, 1967) appears in Chapter 2. 
To this day, the scale is used to assess vulnerability of individuals and cited in 
the literature (e.g., Lewis, Lewis, Daniels, & D’Andrea, 2003). Caplan’s (1974) 
focus on prevention of mental health disturbances was different from that of 
Tyhurst (1951, 1957a, 1957b) and Holmes and Rahe (1967). He developed a 
stage theory of crisis development (Caplan, 1964), which is presented in Part II 
of this book. Also in Part II of this book, Sifneos’ model, useful in guiding crisis 
assessment, appears. Although psychiatric models dominated the 1950s and 
1960s, the 1980s saw a contribution to stress theory from anthropology.

Anthropology

Hoff (1989, 1995, 2001), a nurse anthropologist, developed the Crisis 
Paradigm to explain what happens when individuals experience crises and 
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to help manage individual crises. The Crisis Paradigm is presented in Part II 
of this book. Family stress theory developed parallel to the development of 
individual stress theory.

Family Stress Theory

Independent of the individual stress research summarized above, a 
considerable body of stress theory and research evolved within the family field 
(McCubbin, Patterson, & Wilson, 1981). Burr (1989) divided the development 
of family stress theory into three stages or eras. In this book, I add the 
fourth era, the postmodern era. The models briefly discussed in the eras 
are presented in detail in Part II of this text. See Figure 1.2 for a timeline of 
family stress theory development.

The First Era (1920s to Late 1940s)

The first era in the development of family stress theory began with 
research in the 1920s and ended with efforts toward theory development 
in the mid-1940s (Burr, 1989). Graduate students did much of the early 
research in the 1920s while Angell, a sociologist from the University of 
Michigan, wrote one of the first published studies on family stress in 
1936. The research of Cavan and Ranck (1938) from the University of 
Chicago followed. Both studies examined the effects of the Great 
Depression of the 1930s on families. Both also studied families on the 
sociopsychological/family level using the case study approach and induc-
tive (specific to general) method to examine the effects of the stressor of 
the sudden loss or reduction of income on families as well as individuals 
(Boss, 1987).

Angell (1936) found that family integration and adaptability had an 
impact on how families reacted to the sudden loss of income. He defined 
integration as the family’s “bonds of coherence and unity” consisting of 
“common interests, affection, and a sense of economic interdependence” 
(p. 15) and adaptability as flexibility (vs. rigidity) in a family’s structure. 
Adaptability consisted of philosophy of life (materialistic vs. nonmaterialis-
tic), family mores (traditional vs. nontraditional), and responsibility (irrespon-
sibility vs. responsibility). He called the more adaptable families “plastic” 
families, which were the nonmaterialistic, nontraditional, responsible fami-
lies. Angell distinguished three degrees of integration and adaptability pro-
ducing nine types of families (highly integrated, highly adaptable; highly 
integrated, moderately adaptable; highly integrated, inadaptable; moderately 
integrated, highly adaptable; moderately integrated, moderately adaptable; 
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moderately integrated, inadaptable; integrated, highly adaptable; uninte-
grated, moderately adaptable; and unintegrated, unadaptable). No uninte-
grated, highly adaptable families were found in the study. Angell found that 
the families accommodated more easily when there was a maximum of inte-
gration and adaptability and that “even a moderate degree of adaptability 
will pull families with any integration at all through all but the worst crises” 
(p. 181). Two years following the publication of Angell, Cavan and Ranck 
(1938) published their findings.

Cavan and Ranck (1938), a sociologist and a psychiatric social worker, 
respectively, presented “a theoretical statement of the process of organization, 
crisis, disorganization, and reorganization, as related to the family” (p. 2). They 
applied group theories to the family in stating that three criteria characterized a 
well-organized (vs. disorganized) family: (a) “a high degree of unity,” (b) “recipro-
cal functioning,” and (c) “a definite function in the larger community of which it 
is a part” (p. 2). Evidence of the first characteristic, unity, included the degree of

• acceptance and contribution to family objectives, such as caring for 
children, planning for children’s education, establishing a permanent 
home, and providing affectional relations;

• subordination of personal ambitions to family objectives;
• conduct controlled by accepted family traditions and ideals, not 

through external compulsion; and
• satisfaction for interests (amusement, intellectual stimulation, finances) 

found within the family.

Cavan and Ranck (1938) defined the second characteristic of organized 
families, reciprocal functioning, as when family “members have been assigned 
and have accepted definite roles which are complementary to each other” 
(pp. 3–4). Evidence of having a function in the community included 
three characteristics: (a) being self-supporting, (b) abiding by the law, 
and (c) maintaining friendly relationships with neighbors.

Cavan and Ranck (1938) believed that it was important to study family 
members (individuals) as well as the family as a whole and that it was impor-
tant for individual members to be well organized. They defined the well-
organized family member as one who accepted family and community roles. 
The person then organized his or her life around those roles. The well-
organized person also found socially acceptable and personally satisfactory 
ways to achieve the goals implied by the roles. 

Early family stress researchers (Angell, 1936; Cavan & Ranck, 1938) used 
the term crisis for what we now label stressor in stress theory, leading to 
some confusion among those studying the theory. Despite this drawback, 
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this first body of research led to the first efforts of development of family 
stress theory (Burr, 1989) by sociologist Earl Koos (1946). Koos made the 
first effort at creating a stress theory with “the profile of trouble” (p. 107). 
Koos’s research and profile, which appear in Part II of this book, led to the 
second era of family stress theory development.

The Second Era (Late 1940s to Late 1970s)

The second era, from the late 1940s to the late 1970s, consisted of major 
theoretical development (Burr, 1989). Hill (1949), another sociologist, 
called Koos’s (1946) profile of families in trouble the Truncated Roller 
Coaster Profile of Adjustment. Named the father of family stress theory 
(Boss, 2002), Hill (1949, 1958) made the next attempt at developing family 
stress theory when he developed the ABCX “Formula”/Model, which 
became the center of family stress theory, in this era. According to Boss 
(1987), Hill (1958) made a substantial contribution to scientific inquiry into 
family stress with his ABCX Formula, whose variables remain a foundation 
of current family stress theory. Much of the remainder of this era consisted 
of testing the ABCX Formula (Burr, 1989). A shift in the focus of research led 
to the third era of family stress theory development.

The Third Era (Late 1970s to Mid-1980s)

From the late 1970s through the late 1980s, the third era saw a change 
in focus of research from family weaknesses to family strengths, coping strat-
egies, and family system concepts (Burr, 1989). McCubbin and Patterson 
(1982, 1983a, 1983b), two family social scientists, expanded on the ABCX 
Formula to develop the Double ABCX Model, which included coping as well 
as other variables. Family stress researchers in this era based their studies on 
the Double ABCX Model (Burr, 1989). A shift in focus to processes signaled 
the beginning of the fourth era in the development of family stress theory.

The Fourth Era (Mid-1980s to Present)

The fourth era in the development of family stress theory saw a shift to 
a more postmodern approach by changing focus to processes, shared family 
meanings, culture, and contexts as well as family strengths.

Based on the premise that there are multiple realities and multiple 
truths, postmodern therapies reject the idea that reality is external 
and can be grasped. People create meaning in their lives through 
conversations with others. The postmodern approaches avoid 
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pathologizing clients, take a dim view of diagnosis, avoid searching 
for underlying causes of problems, and place a high value on 
discovering clients’ strengths and resources. Rather than endless 
talking about problems, the focus of therapy is on creating solutions 
in the present and the future. (Corey, 2005, p. 471)

The fourth, postmodern, era of stress theory development began with a 
focus on shared family meanings created through family member interactions 
appearing in the Family Adjustment and Adaptation Response (FAAR) Model 
(McCubbin & Patterson, 1983b; Patterson, 1988, 1989, 1993, 2002; Patterson 
& Garwick, 1994). In 1987, the husband and wife team of Marilyn McCubbin, 
a nurse, and Hamilton McCubbin, family social scientist, expanded on the 
Double ABCX Model to develop the Typology Double ABCX Model, later 
called the Typology Model of Family Adjustment and Adaptation.

The change from concentrating on the causes of stress and family 
weaknesses to concentrating on family strengths appeared in this era of 
stress theory development. With this change in concentration, the con-
cept of resilience was added to the stress literature beginning in the late 
1980s (Rutter, 1987; Stinnett & DeFrain, 1985). Expanding on the Typology 
Model of Family Adjustment and Adaptation that they had published in 
1987, M. A. McCubbin and H. I. McCubbin (1991, 1993) developed the 
Resiliency Model of Family Stress, Adjustment, and Adaptation. While 
adding to the literature, by considering culture and a more postmodern 
view, the Resiliency Model was still based on the ABCX Formula/Model 
(Hill, 1949, 1958).

Another shift in stress theory development of this era came as focus on 
processes occurred. Robert Burr (1989), a family scientist, proposed using 
the general ecosystemic theory to explain family stress. He modified the 
Profile of Trouble (Koos, 1946) to illustrate the processes that families expe-
rience. The Family Distress Model (Cornille & Boroto, 1992; Cornille, 
Boroto, Barnes, & Hall, 1996; Cornille, Mullis, & Mullis, 2006) also focused 
on processes and considered culture.

Wesley Burr and Associates (1994) called on scholars to “set aside positiv-
ist views in favor of a family systems paradigm. . . . They suggested that schol-
ars liberate themselves from the ABCX Model” (Boss, 2002, pp. 33–34). 
Despite that suggestion, during this era, Boss expanded on the ABCX 
Formula to develop the Contextual Model of Family Stress, which considered 
culture. Boss suggested that the postmodern era of family stress theory 
development began with her model. Regardless of what this era is called or 
when exactly it began, it saw the development of models focusing on family 
meanings, family processes, family strengths, and family contexts and models 
that considered culture, making them more postmodern in approach.
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Summary of the History of Stress Theory

Individual stress theory and family stress theory had parallel developments 
beginning in the early 1920s. Individual stress theorists came mainly from the 
fields of psychobiology, sociology, psychiatry, and anthropology. Family stress 
theorists came mainly from sociology, psychiatric social work, nursing, and family 
science. The development of family stress theory occurred in four eras. Part II of 
this book presents stress theory models. In the models there are inconsistencies 
in definitions of concepts. For example, early family stress researchers used the 
term crisis for what we now label stressor in stress theory, leading to some 
confusion among those studying the theory. Because of this and other varying 
definitions of concepts, definitions are presented in Chapter 2.
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