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Abstract 
The purpose of this study was to evaluate the psychometrics of The Differentiation in the Family 
System Scale (DIFS) in terms of internal consistency reliability using Cronbach’s alpha and construct 
validity measured through factor analysis. The sample in this study consisted of 384 ethnic Chinese 
in Malaysia living in Selangor. The findings of the study showed that DIFS has a very good reliability 
index (α = .900). The findings also show that this scale is reliable and valid. This study only focused on 
17 items involving the subscales "interaction between mother and me" and "interaction between 
father and me" subscales. All DIFS items also perform as a self-differentiating factor. Looking forward, 
it is recommended that future researchers expand and explore the study further by evaluating family 
resources in terms of various aspects of relationships. The findings of the study show that The 
Differentiation In The Family System Scale (DIFS) psychometric are suitable for the local culture and 
environment based on its capability of producing reliable test results. 
Keywords: Differentiation of Self, Psychometric, Family System, Adulthood Psychology, Malaysian 
Ethnic Chinese. 
 
Introduction 

There are various terminologies used by researchers to describe the concept of family. The 
family is a dynamic institution and each of its members is interconnected and influences each other 
in an area (Azizi, 2008; Zhou, 2020). According to Hellinger (2014), family dynamics can be observed 
through the children. This situation will be influenced and passed on from a generation to another 
generation in the family system. Multigenerational theory by Bowen (1978) stated a predictive factor 
with self-differentiation, also known as "the differentiation of self". This factor is a self-adaptive 
ability by showing the extent to which a person thinks and acts in a relationship by experiencing 
various emotions (Lampis, 2015; Lampis, Cataudella, Agus, Busonera, & Skowron, 2018). 
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Therefore, differentiation is conceptualized as a family-level variable involving interactions 
that allow individuals to maintain both feelings namely a sense of emotional connection (support, 
involvement, personal relationship) and a sense of isolation (autonomy, uniqueness, freedom of 
expression) (Anderson & Sabatelli, 1992). This aspect focuses on key aspects of life experience in the 
roots of the family-of-origin, quantitatively using questionnaire measures to assess differentiation in 
the family as well as the process of how adult individuals differentiate themselves from the family-
of-origin and interact with parents (Holman & Birch, 2001). 

 
According to Bowen (1978), individuals act by referring to the extent of the difference in 

response between thoughts and feelings from the family-of-origin. This condition also indicates that 
the family has a stimulating effect on the individual and leaves an impact on the physical and 
psychological development of an individual as an adult. This statement has been supported by the 
results of studies conducted locally and abroad that have found this theory to be universal and the 
differentiation of self is an important factor in overcoming one's psychological well-being in different 
cultures (Bowen, 1978; Kerr & Bowen, 1988; Holman & Birch, 2002; Chung & Gale, 2006, Timm & 
Keiley, 2011; Raba'aton Adawiah, 2011; Norfaezah, 2016; Lee & Sabatelli, 2018; Peleg & 
Messerschmidt, 2018). 
 

The Differentiation In The Family System Scale (DIFS) is considered a good instrument for 
measuring the differentiation of self in the family-of-origin by referring to Bowen’s multigenerational 
theory (1978). The items found in DIFS are sufficient to ensure consistency in reliability. This 
statement is also supported in various research results that record satisfactory levels of reliability and 
validity (Gavazzi, 1994; Sabatelli and Bartle, 2003; Li, 2011; Muraru, & Turliuc, 2012; 2013). 
 

In general, this study aims to evaluate the psychometric aspects of The Differentiation In The 
Family System Scale (DIFS) instrument, which includes the reliability of internal consistency and 
construct validity of the Malaysian ethnic Chinese sample. Reber (1985) explained that reliability 
testing is very important in a study that employs a questionnaire because of its ability to test and 
analyse using alpha coefficients to measure variables in research. Wiersma (2000) added instrument 
reliability is a measurement value to determine the consistency of the score of each item. Whereas 
Campbell and Fiske (1959) described validity as an agreement between two attempts to measure the 
same trait to the maximum through different methods. 

 
 Specifically, there are two objectives in this study namely, first, to identify the level of 

reliability of DIFS internal consistency and second, to determine the validity of the DIFS construct.
   
The Methodology of the Study 
Study Design 

This study is in the form of a survey using a questionnaire. It aims to determine the level of 
reliability and validity of The Differentiation In The Family System Scale (DIFS) instrument from a 
sample of Malaysian ethnic Chinese living around Selangor. The reliability of the instrument is 
assessed from the aspect of internal consistency while the validity of the instrument is evaluated 
from the aspect of construct validity. 
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Sample and Location of the Study  
 A total of 384 Malaysian ethnic Chinese in the age group of 25 to 44 years who lived around 
Selangor participated in this study. Samples were selected through objective sampling. 
 
Study Tools 
A set of the questionnaire consists of three parts, namely: 
 
Personal Details Form. It includes demographic items such as gender, age, family hierarchy, level of 
education, employment, parents’ marital status, years of marriage and the number of children. 
 
Differentiation of Self. The Differentiation In The Family System Scale (DIFS) instrument was 
developed by Anderson & Sabatelli (1992). Differentiation of self sample was measured using the 
Chinese version of DIFS produced through translation by Wang (1996) from Taiwan. Originally, the 
DIFS scale contained 11 items with a circular questioning format to assess individual perceptions of 
how family members interacted. In this study, the researcher only considers 17 items that involved 
the "interaction between parents and me" relationship that is the "interaction between mother and 
me" subscale of 9 items and "interaction between father and me" subscale of 8 items. Table 1 
presents the aspects of the relationship and the item numbers. 
 
Table 1 
The Differentiation In The Family System Scale (DIFS) Subscale 
 
   Subscale                     Item Numbers                             Total 
 
 Interaction Between Mother and Me           C1a, C2a, C3a, C4a, C5a, C6a,                    9  
                                                                      C7a, C8a, C9a   
 Interaction Between Father and Me            C1b, C2b, C3b, C4b,  C5b,                 8 
                                                                      C6b, C7b, C8b   

Number of Items                                                                                     17 
  

The DIFS scale used is a five-point Likert scale consisted of (1) Very Infrequent; (2) Infrequent; (3) 
Sometimes; (4) Frequent; and (5) Very Frequent. In terms of scoring the DIFS test tool, the scoring 
technique is to sum up the overall score for the differentiation of self from the family-of-origin. A 
high number of scores indicates that the sample has a high level of self-differentiation while a low 
score indicates that the level of self-differentiation of the sample is low. Table 2 below displays the 
positive and negative items in the DIFS. 
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Table 2 
Positive and Negative Items in The Differentiation In The Family System Scale (DIFS) Psychometric 
 

Item Types                      Item Numbers                          Total 
 
Interaction Between Mother And Me                      
Positive                                                   C1a, C3a, C4a, C6a, C8a, C9a                   6 
Negative                                                 C2a,  C5a, C7a                                                     3
    

Interaction Between Father And Me                                     
Positive           C1b, C3b, C4b, C5b, C7b, C8b                   6 
Negative         C2b, C6b                                                            2                                               
 
The Analysis 

Internal consistency reliability was measured using the Cronbach’s alpha coefficient and construct 
validity was measured using factor analysis. Validity means the extent to which an instrument to be 
used can test what is supposed to be tested. Or the extent to which the stated indicators have or can 
fit the item construct (Ghazali Darusalam and Sufean Hussin, 2018). Validating the construct through 
factor analysis and the questionnaire instrument in the quantitative study were conducting using 
Confirmatory Factor Analysis (CFA) technique. 

 
CFA (Confirmatory Factor Analysis) was used to isolate overlapping in their factor/construct, with 

a factor loading of r => .500 (Hair, Black, Babin, & Anderson, 2010). CFA is used for testing the validity 
of modified instruments or taken from existing instruments, and existing items have been determined 
according to their constructs. Factor analysis was performed to determine the level of validity of item 
constructs in a set of instruments which was also performed with the objective of arranging a large 
number of questionnaire items into specific constructs under study variables to identify and reduce 
the suitability of items in their constructs. 

The researchers have divided the results of the CFA analysis for each construct and report the 
results of the analysis in detail so they can be examined and brought for the differentiation of self 
construct. Study data were analysed using SPSS for Windows software. 

 
The Findings 
Sample Background 

Based on the descriptive analysis, the study showed the whole sample (N = 384). In terms of 
gender, a total of 303 individuals (78.9%) consisted of females and 81 males (21.1%). In regards to 
the sample in the study that have been married according to their age groups, the results showed 
that most of them or 172 individuals (44.8%) consisted of those who were between 40 to 44 years 
old, while 125 individuals (32.6%) were between 35 to 39 years old, 51 individuals (13.3%) were 
between 30 to 34 years old, and the smallest group of  36 individuals (9.4%) were between 25 to 29 
years old. 

 
 The findings of the study according to family hierarchy show that the majority of the sample 

population or 164 respondents (42.7%) are neither firstborns nor the youngest as compared to 133 
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respondents (34.6%) being the eldest, while 8 of them (22.7%) are the youngest. From the findings 
of the study, it is also shown that in terms of the level of education, the majority or 54.2 percent (208) 
of adult children have bachelor's degrees, while 19.8 percent (76) have diplomas, 9.4 percent (36) 
have master's degrees, 8.1 percent (31) have SPM, 5.2 percent (20) have STPM, 1.8 percent (7) have 
SRP/PMR, 0.8 percent (3) completed primary school, and the same percentage of 0.8 percent (3) have 
PhDs. 

 
 When categorised according to employment, the findings of the study show that the majority 

of the, which is about 89.3 percent (343) are working couples, while 10.7 percent (41) are 
unemployed couples. In terms of parents’ marital status, the highest majority of 65.1 percent (250) 
have parents who are married and living together, while 24.0 per cent (92) have single parents or 
either one of their parents deceased, 5.2 per cent (20) mentioned other categories in regards to the 
marital status of their parents, 3.4 percent (13) have parents who are married but living separately 
and finally, 2.3 percent of the sample population (9) stated their parents are divorcees. 

 
Findings of the study in terms of the distribution of married individuals in the sample 

population are categorised according to years of marriage. The findings of the study suggest that the 
highest majority that is about 31.0 percent (119) have been married between 6 to 10 years, while 
27.1 percent (104) have been married between 11 to 15 years, 25.5 percent (98) have been married 
between 1 to 5 years, 8.3 percent (32) have been married between 21 to 25 years, and a small 
percentage of 8.1 percent (31) have been married between 16 to 20 years. 

 
 Finally, in terms of the number of children, the findings show that the majority of the couples or 

57.3 percent (220) have 1 to 2 children, while 22.1 percent (85) of the couples have 3 to 4 children, 
19.5 percent (75) of the couples do not have any child and only 1.0 percent of the (4) couples have 
more than 5 children. 

   
The Differentiation In The Family System Scale (DIFS) Psychometric 
 Table 3 below displays a mean comparison of 9 items in The Differentiation In The Family 
System Scale (DIFS) instrument for the “interaction between mother and me” subscale. It has been 
found that item C3a which is ".… Will respect (my) privacy" recorded the highest mean of 4.04 
followed by item C2a that is "… .treat (my) feelings as nothing" recorded a mean of 3.80; item C7a 
that is. “… treat (my) point of view and opinion as nothing” recorded a mean of 3.76; item C9a that 
is. “… able to tolerate (me) to defend (my) own point of view/idea” recorded a mean of 3.64; item 
C1a with the statement "….will respect (my) point of view even (our) points of view are different" 
recorded a mean 3.63; the next item C5a that is "… there is a lack of concern to (my) feelings" 
recorded a mean of 3.54; item C8a with the statement "… shows understanding when (I) do not want 
to share (my) feelings" recorded a mean of 3.53 followed by item C4a which is "…accept my feelings 
in an understanding way" recorded a mean of 3.48 and finally item C6a that is “…will encourage (me) 
to express (my) inner positive or negative feelings” recorded the lowest mean of 3.00. The mean for 
the “interaction between mother and me” subscale for DIFS that includes 9 items is recorded at 
32.42. 
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Table 3 
Mean Differences For Interaction Between Mother And Me Subscale Items 

Item  Mean Standard Deviation 

C1a 3.63 0.94 
C2a 3.80 1.01 
C3a 4.04 0.88 
C4a 3.48 1.04 
C5a 3.54 1.13 
C6a 3.00 1.18 
C7a 3.76 1.01 
C8a 3.53 1.06 
C9a 3.64 0.98 

Scale  
(9 Items) 

32.42 9.23 

 
Table 4 below shows the mean comparison of the 8 items in The Differentiation In The Family 

System Scale (DIFS) instrument for the “interaction between father and me” subscale. It has been 
found that item C2b which is ".…treat (my) feelings as nothing" recorded the highest mean of 3.98 
followed by item C3b which is "…will respect (my) privacy" recorded a mean of 3.88; item C6b namely 
“…treat (my) point of view and opinion as nothing” recorded a mean of 3.82; item C1b i.e. “…will 
respect (my) point of view even (our) points of view are different” recorded a mean of 3.72; item C8b 
with the statement “…able to tolerate (me) to defend (my) own point of view/idea” recorded a mean 
of 3.68; the next item C4b which is "…accept my feelings in an understanding way" recorded a mean 
of 3.61 and followed by item C7b with the statement "…shows understanding when (I) do not want 
to share (my) feelings" recorded a mean of 3.61 and finally, item C5b namely "…will encourage (me) 
to express (my) inner positive or negative feelings" recorded the lowest mean of 3.19. The mean for 
the “interaction between father and me” subscale for DIFS which includes 8 items is recorded at 
29.49. 
 
Table 4 
Mean Differences For Interaction Between Father And Me Subscale  

Item  Mean Standard Deviation 

C1b 3.72 0.95 
C2b 3.98 0.96 
C3b 3.88 1.00 
C4b 3.61 1.04 
C5b 3.19 1.18 
C6b 3.82 1.04 
C7b 3.61 1.06 
C8b 3.68 0.99 

Scale 
(8 Items) 

29.49 8.22 
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The Reliability and Validity of The Differentiation In The Family System Scale (DIFS) 
An analysis of the reliability of internal consistency using the Cronbach’s alpha method 

showed that the DIFS instrument has an excellent level of internal consistency reliability (α = .900), 
as described by Vierra & Pollock (1992). Although it recorded excellent internal consistency reliability, 
item C5a in this study was found not to contribute effectively to DIFS internal consistency. If item C5a 
is removed, the value of the Cronbach’s alpha coefficient increases from 0.900 to 0.901. Table 5 
points out the Cronbach’s alpha coefficient for the DIFS instrument. 

 
Table 5 
DIFS Cronbach’s Alpha Coeffecient 

DIFS 
Item 

Corrected Item- Total 
Correlation 

Alpha if Item  
Deleted 

C1a 
C2a 
C3a 
C4a 
C5a 
C6a 
C7a 
C8a 
C9a 
C1b 

0.527 
0.527 
0.445 
0.590 
0.386 
0.555 
0.571 
0.600 
0.623 
0.621 

0.896 
0.896 
0.898 
0.894 
0.901 
0.895 
0.894 
0.893 
0.893 
0.893 

C2b 0.492 0.897 
C3b 0.562 0.895 
C4b 0.627 0.893 
C5b 0.603 0.893 
C6b 0.525 0.896 
C7b 0.637 0.892 
C8b 0.619 0.893 

 
From the evaluation of DIFS validity using the factor analysis method, the findings of the study 

showed that DIFS items are correlated with the overall score of the DIFS scale. It also meets the 
general criteria that have been stated namely, KMO test value and Bartlett's Test, that shows the 
KMO value generated that is 0.817, is greater than 0.50. This KMO value explains that the data does 
not have multicollinearity issue (item> .900) and the item is suitable to perform factor analysis. 
Bartlett’s Test of Sphericity test showed a value of k <0.05, which is a significant result and the 
correlation between items is sufficient to conduct factor analysis. 

 
The value for Bartlett’s Test of Sphericity, Approx. Chi-Square is large and significant where X² 

= 4377.482, df = 231, sig = p <.000 and the value for the Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin (KMO) test is 0.817. Since 
the large value of Bartlett’s test is close to 1.00 and significant p <.000 as well as the KMO test which 
exceeds the value of .600, then the factorability can be assumed and the test can proceed. The factor 
loading value for DIFS items can be seen in Table 6. In short, the DIFS items in this study have been 
found to form a single factor that is the differentiation of self factor. 
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Table 6 
Factor Loading Values For DIFS Items  

DIFS 
Item 

Loading Value 
(Weightage) 

C1a 
C2a 
C3a 
C4a 
C5a 
C6a 
C7a 
C8a 
C9a 
C1b 

0.715 
0.676 
0.603 
0.758 
0.526 
0.592 
0.656 
0.716 
0.794 
0.762 

C2b 0.719 
C3b 0.676 
C4b 0.737 
C5b 0.627 
C6b 0.718 
C7b 0.711 
C8b 0.768 

  
Table 6 has shown that the items have acceptable factor loading values according to Hair et 

al., (2010), that is > .500. However, all item values with factor loading values in the rotated 
component matrix are > .500 (factor as large as 50%), and > .600 (factor as large as 60%), based on 
the correlation coefficient (approaching r = 1.00). If it is found that the factor loading value for each 
item is less than <.500, then the particular item should be dropped or removed. However, all 17 items 
in The Differentiation In The Family System Scale (DIFS) test are retained. 
  
Discussion 

The findings of the study for internal consistency reliability analysis show that The Differentiation 
In The Family System Scale (DIFS) instrument has recorded excellent reliability coefficients. These 
findings are in line with DIFS internal consistency reliability results obtained by Wang (1996), Bartle, 
Suzanne and Gavazzi (1996); Peleg and Arnon (2013) and Likcani, Stith, Spencer, Webb and Peterson 
(2017). 

Factor analysis on the data for the entire sample being studied shows that DIFS has a high level 
of construct validity. The results for this factor analysis show that seventeen DIFS items record high 
weightage values ranging from 0.526 to 0.794. In short, the DIFS items in this study has been found 
to form a single factor, that is the self-differentiation factor between two subscales. 

This study only focused on 17 items involving "interaction between mother and me" and 
"interaction between father and me" subscales. This approach has provided a comprehensive 
measure to implement the reliability of internal consistency and validity in the measurement of 
differentiation of self factors on the relationship of "interaction between parents and me" for the 
sample population of ethnic Chinese adults in Malaysia. 
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The DIFS instrument is still considered new in Malaysia. This study is still lacking the involvement 
of multi-ethnic samples in Malaysia, in regards to examining the self-differentiation factors with a 
combination of multigenerational theories. Looking forward, it is recommended that future 
researchers can expand and explore the study by evaluating family resources by considering various 
aspects of relationships such as "interaction between me and mother", "interaction between me and 
father", "interaction between mother and father" and "interaction between father and mother ”. 

Through the context of this study, the combination of DIFS instruments with multigenerational 
theory can be discussed and studied more deeply in the future by improving perspectives concerning 
educational material and conducting predictions in the field of helping professions such as 
psychology, counselling, psychotherapy and psychoeducation. 

Furthermore, implications of the study related to DIFS instruments should also be seen as a great 
opportunity for researchers and practitioners in the field of family and couple therapy by focusing on 
"family resources" which in turn, can be used to improve the training in knowledge and skills, and 
even can enrich the scope of expertise in the therapeutic change process.  

Finally, the findings of this study show that the DIFS instrument is suitable for local culture and 
environment, based on its ability to produce reliable test results. The findings of the study contribute 
clearly towards realising the role of family resources, the relation with cultural heritage, enriching 
perspectives theoretically and the expectation for more studies involving various ethnics can be 
conducted in Malaysia. 

 
Conclusion 

This study clearly shows that the Mandarin version of the DIFS instrument has a high level of 
internal consistency reliability and the Cronbach's alpha reliability coefficient obtained is in line with 
the results of Anderson and Sabatelli, (1992), who are the original inventors of the DIFS instrument. 
In other words, the reliability of the DIFS instrument can demonstrate the consistency, stability and 
accuracy of the scores when being tested. 

In addition, differentiation of self factor formed as a result of factor analysis shows that the DIFS 
instrument is capable of measuring what should be measured that is to gauge the aspect of self-
differentiation. Future researchers may even apply the DIFS instrument as a basic measurement to 
be used generally in bodies of knowledge, study or practice with modifications to the factors needed 
to meet the purpose of agencies, organisational centres and multicultural organisations. Practically, 
it can also be used as a diagnostic instrument for helping professions in assessing family relationships.
  

To conclude, the findings of this study describe the items of DIFS instrument are reliable and have 
a good level of validity. Therefore, this instrument is proven to be suitable for application especially 
within the Malaysian ethnic Chinese group and further studies need to be done for other ethnic 
groups in Malaysia in general. The findings of this study are expected to be useful and can act as a 
guide to researchers and helping profession practitioners in the future. 
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Appendix 1 
 
SECTION A FAMILY RELATIONSHIP ENGLISH VERSION  
Instructions: Please use YOUR OWN OPINION in evaluating "Interaction in the Relationship Between 
Myself and My Parents". The column below is for "Interaction in the Relationship Between Yourself 
And Your Mother". Please indicate the response in the space provided below. 

1. Infrequent 
2. Almost Infrequent 
3. Sometimes 
4. Almost Frequent 
5. Frequent 

                          

Interaction In The Relationship Between My Mother 
And Myself 

 

Interaction In The 
Relationship Between 

Your Mother And Yourself 
 

1.  ….will respect (my) point of view even (our)  
      points of view is different. 

            

 
1 

 
2 

 
3 

 
4 

 
5 

2.  ….treat (my) feelings as nothing. 
 

 
1 

 
2 

 
3 

 
4 

 
5 

     3.   … will respect (my) privacy. 
              

 
1 

 
2 

 
3 

 
4 

 
5 

       4.   … accept my feelings in an understanding way. 
 

 
1 

 
2 

 
3 

 
4 

 
5 

 5.  … there is a lack of concern to (my) feelings. 
  

 
1 

 
2 

 
3 

 
4 

 
5 

6.  … will encourage (me) to express (my) inner  
            positive or negative feelings. 
 

 
1 

 
2 

 
3 

 
4 

 
5 

7.   … treat (my) point of view and opinion as  
             nothing. 
           

 
1 

 
2 

 
3 

 
4 

 
5 

     8.   … shows understanding when (I) do not want to  
            share (my) feelings. 

 

 
1 

 
2 

 
3 

 
4 

 
5 

9.   …able to tolerate (me) to defend (my) own point  
      of view/idea. 

             

 
1 

 
2 

 
3 

 
4 

 
5 
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Appendix 2 
 
CFA  (Confirmatory Factor Analysis) 
Interaction Between Parents And Me  
 

KMO and Bartlett's Test 

Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin Measure of Sampling 
Adequacy. 

.817 

Bartlett's Test of 
Sphericity 

Approx. Chi-Square 4377.482 

df 231 

Sig. .000 

 
 

Rotated Component Matrixa 

 Component 

Father Mother 

c1a  .715 
c2a  .676 
c3a . .603 
c5a . .758 
c7a  .526 
c8a  .592 
c9a  .656 
c10a  .716 
c11a  .794 
c1b .762  
c2b .719  
c3b .676  
c5bac .737  
c8bw .627  
c9b .718  
c10b .711  
c11b .768  

Extraction Method: Principal 
Component Analysis.  
 Rotation Method: Varimax with 
Kaiser Normalization.a 
a. Rotation converged in 3 
iterations. 

 


