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Abstract— The aim of this study was to carry out a survey of 

the worldwide scientific publications on family communication 

and family relationships, carried out since 2000. 469 articles 

from the Web of Science database were analyzed using the 

VOSViewer® software, performing bibliometric analysis, 

network and descriptive. A panorama of publications linked to 

different contexts was identified, such as marital relationship, 

health / disease dyad, conflict, media, sexuality, homosexual 

relationships, spirituality, among other approaches. It was 

found that in the researched database the terms 

"communication", "family", "marriage" and "health" are 

strongly interconnected, highlighting the communication in this 

network, confirming the importance of studying this theme as a 

way to guarantee the communication success in the family. In 

the database searched, the vast majority of studies were 

conducted in the United States. This data justifies the 

importance of this study and reveals the need for investments in 

related research in other countries. 

Index Terms— communication in the family, family 

relationship, family communication, bibliometric analysis, 

network analysis. 

I. INTRODUCTION 

  Effective communication between family members 

means better family relationships (Ireland, 2017). This 

statement can be better explained by Olson (2000), who states 

that several aspects can affect how a family functions, such as 

stress, family conflicts, developmental stages, intrafamily 

tensions, among others, compromising cohesion of the family. 

Examples of these intrafamilial tensions include hearing loss. 

These aspects require coping strategies to be adopted to deal 

with new experiences, impacting the field of communication. 

These strategies tend to lead the family to adapt to changes in 

order to improve family functioning. Studying this topic, 

therefore, helps to understand how communication happens at 

family dinners and how family relationships happen, thus 

seeking to contribute to family adaptation in the face of the 

hearing loss of one of its members. 

Thus, the aim of this study was to investigate 

national and international scientific output on family 

communication and family relations, aiming to discover the 

production and dissemination of scientific knowledge related 

to the topic through bibliometric and network analysis. For 
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Ribeiro (2014), the scientific output of a specific subject, area 

or field of study only develops if there are consolidated 

research groups. In this sense, the bibliometrics analysis 

allows the observation of the state of science through all 

scientific production registered in a repository data, 

identifying trends in a given area of knowledge (Soares et. al, 

2016). In this way, we sought to know the profile of the 

studies carried out in the world literature on the theme of 

communication in the family and family relationships, starting 

in the year 2000. The following review shows the different 

approaches related to the subject in the literature. 

One of the most commonly addressed aspects is the 

marital relationship. Nguyen et al. (2017) observed that 

communication affects changes in relationship quality, 

especially when couples face challenging situations which 

require an adaptive response. Denes et al. (2017) explored the 

interpersonal outcomes of receiving and giving affection, 

including interpersonal acceptance and rejection. Hooper et 

al. (2017) investigated the impact negative communication 

techniques had on marital satisfaction in married individuals, 

and communication with the partner had the greatest negative 

impact on relationship satisfaction. Studies have evaluated the 

effectiveness of education for couples and relationships at risk 

(Dupree et al., 2016; Halford, 2004); how people in romantic 

relationships use communication to manage financial 

uncertainty (Romo, 2015); communication patterns of 

relational coping in soldiers at war (Rossetto, 2012); domestic 

violence witnessed or experienced, communication skills and 

social support in the relationship between home-work conflict 

and domestic violence (Trachtenberg et al., 2009); how social 

policies and public health perspectives influence the 

strengthening of couples' relationships through education 

(Halford et al., 2008); and the importance of continued 

investment in relationships to avoid relational burdens and 

promote resilience as a guarantee of success (Afifi et al., 

2016). 

Health-related communication has also been the 

subject of research by many researchers, with the main themes 

addressing factors associated with third-party disability in 

spouses of elderly individuals with hearing impairment. 

Third-party disability is defined as a change in family 

functioning as a result of the health condition of the 

significant other (Scarinci et al., 2012); the influence of social 

support and perceptions of family relationships on 

communication by cancer patients (Chopra & Kelly, 2017; 

Namkoong et al., 2017); family caregiver communication in 

the Intensive Care Unit (ICU) and the importance of health 

literacy in decision making in complicated cases (Young, A. 

et al., 2016); specific communication strategies in revealing 

HIV diagnoses and support networks (Brashers et al., 2017); 

the effects of debilitating illnesses and injuries on 

communication in intimate relationships, from the perspective 
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of maintaining relationships (Bute et al., 2007); 

communication by individuals with amyotrophic lateral 

sclerosis (Ball et al., 2002, 2004); family discussion as an 

important communication process regarding the decision to 

donate organs (Smith et al., 2005); and the active involvement 

of significant others as responsible for observed 

improvements in alcohol-related disorders (Hallgren & 

McCrady, 2016). 

Another topic addressed was conflict, studied in 

terms of its triggers in intergenerational relations, such as 

competition (Wiebe & Zhang, 2016); its effects on 

relationships in family businesses (Nose et al., 2015); and on 

family farms (Paskewitz & Beck, 2017); and in the 

relationships of incarcerated adults, in the individual, couple 

and parental domains (Harcourt et al., 2017). 

With regard to family communication itself, 

Kalbfleisch (2002) presented a set of theories on the study of 

communication in human relations, in terms of family 

communication patterns (Keating et al., 2013; Young, J. & 

Schrodt, 2016); and the effects of family communication 

patterns, addressing the benefits of conversation and the 

dangers of conformity (Hays et al., 2017). 

The media were also the object of research, analysed 

in terms of the relationship between culture shock, 

exoticization and exoticism, explaining the proliferation of 

intercultural television as a contemporary vehicle of exotic 

representations (Kuppens & Mast, 2012); and its importance 

for social support, especially in maintaining and 

strengthening existing relationships (Lu & Hampton, 2016; 

Quan-Haase et al., 2017). 

The relationship between communication and 

sexuality was also addressed, considering the influence of 

sexual communication on interventions to facilitate family 

planning for couples (Matsuda, 2017); family discourses on 

sexual behaviour (Manning, 2016); the relationship of 

lesbian, gay and bisexual couples and individuals (Teh et al., 

2015); and problems in long-term marital relationships 

between transgender people (Zrenchik & Doherty, 2017). 

With regards psychological aspects, the research 

focused on the centrality of the family as a powerful social 

support in cases of depression (Curran & Allen, 2017; 

Martinez, 2017); in the interactional practice exploring 

humour (Bochantin, 2017); and the role of couples' religious 

communication and its influence on marital satisfaction 

(David & Stafford, 2015). 

We also investigated the relationship between the 

frequency of suicidal communication and the intent to commit 

suicide among military personnel (Hamid & Bolong, 2015); 

communication strategies related to altered weight control 

behaviours and their influence on relationships (Romo, 

2018); sibling communication during adulthood (Brockhage 

& Phillips, 2016); the relationship between grandparents and 

grandchildren (Soliz & Harwood, 2006); the impact of 

newcomers on family communication routines (Prentice, 

2008); and perceptions and observations of interactions 

between adoptive parents, biological parents and adoptive 

children which characterize open adoption relationships 

(Colaner & Scharp, 2016).  

The articles mentioned prove to what extent the 

topic in question has been approached from different 

perspectives, involving the marital relationship, the 

health/illness dyad, conflict, the media, sexuality, gay 

relationships and spirituality, among others. Below are 

described the steps involved in the planning and execution of 

this study. 

II. MATERIALS AND METHODS 

We searched for articles in the Web of Science 

database using the descriptors ―communication in the family‖, 

―family relationship‖, and ―family communication‖. Articles 

related to the terms ―adolescent‖, ―children‖, and ―kid‖ were 

excluded. Filters were used such as time interval (from 2000 

to 17 June 2020), categories of study (―family studies‖, 

―communication‖, and ―audiology speech language 

pathology‖) to search for scientific output of articles only, 

excluding other types of documents. Of the 3.556 articles 

found in the initial search, the abovementioned filters selected 

469 which made up the sample. The network analyses were 

performed using VOSViewer®.  

Web of Science was chosen as this platform enables 

academic output on a particular topic to be quickly identified. 

Carvalho, M. et al. (2013) state that it is an internationally 

indexed and accredited database, with an impact factor 

calculated by the Journal Citation Reports (JCR), and 

provides a set of information needed for bibliometric analysis, 

complete publication data, such as category (area of 

publication), evolution of publications per year, country of 

publication and funding agencies, among others. 

VOSViewer® software was used, enabling 

visualization of similarities (VOS) through networks. This 

article uses the co-occurrence of keywords. For Van Eck and 

Waltman (2009), VOSViewer® was developed to construct 

and visualize large bibliometric maps in an easily interpreted 

way. Analysis of these network maps enables us to visualize 

the relationships between the main actors of the study. 

Although the first publications on social networks date back 

to 1984, it was at the beginning of the 21st century that this 

topic began to expand and it is rapidly evolving in the 

literature (Ribeiro, 2014). 

The size of the nodes, the circles, shows their 

importance or representativeness in the network, as does the 

thickness of their connections and their direction (Carvalho, 

F. et al., 2015). The line and the distance between the circles 

indicate the strength of the link, the closer they are the 

stronger the link is (Zhang & Banerji, 2017). Other important 

information concerns clusters, united by some common 

characteristic (Carvalho, F. et al. 2015). The clusters are 

identified using different colours, giving a direct view of the 

connections (Zhang & Banerji, 2017). 

In addition to the data provided by Web of Science 

and VOSViewer®, Excel software was used to tabulate other 

data on the sample of articles and the abstracts of the articles 

were analysed. Figure 1 shows the scheme for searching for 

the data up to selection of the sample. After data were 

generated, their potential contribution to understanding the 

relationships analysed in this study was evaluated, and the 

results considered significant and related to the purpose of 

this article are shown here. A quantitative analysis, using 

descriptive statistics, was performed, in addition to network 

analysis. 
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Figure 1 

Scheme for searching for publications 

 
Source: Study data. 

III. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 

The bibliometric analysis showed that the vast 

majority are included in the ―communication‖ and ―family 

studies‖ categories, with the ―audiology speech language 

pathology‖ category also selected, as it is closely related to 

the area of interest of the research. Figure 2 shows the 

distribution of publications by category. 

 

Figure 2 

Distribution of the articles by web of science categories 

 

 

Source: Study data. 

With regard to the date of publication of the articles, 

the lowest number of publications was in the year 2005 

(Figure 3). There was an exponential growth of the curve, an 

increase in the number of publications during 2005 and a peak 

of publication in the years 2017 and 2018. However, the year 

2019 is marked by a drop in the number of research 

publications in the area of communication in the family.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3 

Evolution of publications by year 

 

 
Source: Study data. 

As for funding agencies, as shown in Figure 4, four 

stand out as investing the most in family communication 

research, namely: United States Department of Health and 

Human Services, National Institutes of Child Health NIH 

USA, NIH Eunice Kennedy Shriver National Institute of 

Child Health Human Development and NIH National Cancer 

Institute NCI. The last three are United States (US) 

government institutions linked to the Department of Health 

and Human Services (HHS) and National Institutes of Health 

(NIH), as verified on the NIH website (https://www.nih.gov/).  

 

Figure 4 

 

Main funding agencies for family communication research 

 

 
Source: Study data. 

Considering that the main funding agencies are from 

the US, the largest number of publications in the area, 

73,987% to be exact, is also concentrated there, as can be seen 

in Figure 5. According to the article ―Investimento em 

pesquisa nos EUA sobe em 2017‖ (2018), in 2017, the US 

government invested $118.3 billion in US dollars in research 

and development, representing an increase of 2.3% compared 

to 2016, which is in line with the data found in this study, with 

US publications standing out, and increased publications in 

2017-2018, as shown above in Figure 3. In keeping with the 

country with the largest publication in the area and with 

notable research support, the main language found in the 

studies was English (Figure 6). For Carvalho, F. et al. (2015), 

scientific content is of global domain and access only when 
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available in English. Thus, the academic output available in 

this area can be considered significantly accessible, since the 

vast majority is published in this language.  

 

Figure 5 

 

Main countries of publication 

 

Source: Study data. 

Figure 6 

Language of publication 

 
Source: Study data. 

Figure 7 highlights the main journals that 

concentrate the largest number of publications: Health 

Communication (impact factor [IF] 1.46), Journal of Family 

Psychology (IF 2.23), Family Relations (IF 1.42), Journal of 

Social and Personal Relationships (IF 1.69), Aphasiology (IF 

1.08), Journal of Marital and Family Therapy (IF 1.42), 

Family Process (IF 3.0), Journal of Health Communication 

(IF 1,64), Communication Monographs (IF 2,02), Journal of 

Applied Communication Research (IF 1,00), Journal of 

Family Communication (IF 1,73), Communication Studies 

(IF 1,00), Journal of Family Issues (IF 1,24), Personal 

Relationships (IF 1,41) and Culture Health Sexuality (IF 

1,17), among other important manuscripts. The IF is a 

bibliometric method for assessing the importance of scientific 

journals in their respective fields. It is a measure which 

reflects the average number of citations of scientific articles 

published in a particular journal. Since 1972, IF has been 

calculated annually for journals indexed with the Institute for 

Scientific Information (ISI) and then published in the Journal 

Citation Reports (JCR), with the highest IF being considered 

the most important. However, many journals, including 

Brazilian journals, are not included in the JCR index because 

they do not meet the inclusion criteria established by such 

index, including peer review, for example (Jacobsen, 2016). 

 

Figure 7 

Main publication journals 

 

 

Source: Study data. 

The most cited article found was by Koerner and 

Fitzpatrick (2006), Toward a theory of family 

communication. It aimed to develop a theory of 

communication which considered the specific environment of 

the family communication. This theory indicates that family 

communication is the result of cognitive processes 

determined by family relationship schemes, as well as the 

social conventions governing the relation of symbols to their 

referents. To this end, the authors reconsidered the definition 

of family as a group of intimates which generate a sense of 

domestic identity and experience a shared history. The 

highlight of the study is that although communication plays a 

central role in the family, there were no specific theories of 

family communication, which shows its pioneering nature and 

importance for science. 

Moving on to network analysis, Figure 8 shows the 

network formed based on the keywords of the articles 

evaluated. Based on this map, we can see there are six 

different groups, clusters, which are represented by the 

colours colours red (cluster 1), green (cluster 2), royal blue 

(cluster 3), yellow (cluster 4), purple (cluster 5) and turquoise 

(cluster 6). For Malini (2013), a cluster is a set of strongly 

connected nodes; the graphical representation of an 

interactive network. Van Eck and Waltman (2009) state that 

clusters located close to each other on the map indicate 

closely related fields. Thus, for each cluster certain keywords 

of the network were selected and analysed, according to the 

interest of the study, as shown in Figure 9. 
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Figure 8 

Network map of the keywords of the studies analysed. 

 

Source: Study data. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 9 

 

Analysis of the clusters 

 
Clusters Key words  Inference/Summary  

Cluster 1 

 

Care  

Intervention  

Illness 

Partners 

Quality of life  

Recovery 

Speech 

The health problems of one spouse, such as 

those involving speech, require care and, 

sometimes, professional intervention to 

ensure recovery and preserve the quality of 

life of those of the partners. 

Cluster 2 Attitude  

Behavior  

Couple therapy 

Family 

communication  

Marital interaction 

Perceptions  

Strategies  

Communication in the family should be 

valued, seeking to assess the perceptions 

of those involved, in order to take actions 

and create strategies that promote conjugal 

interaction, suggesting, if necessary, 

couple therapy. 

Cluster 3 Communication  

Domestic violence 

Family 

Family relationships 

Health 

Information  

Intimacy 

knowledge 

Relationship  

Social media 

Social support 

Stigma 

Women 

Communication and information are 

important tools in the fight against 

domestic violence. Fear of exposure to 

intimacy and the stigma generated can 

compromise the health of those involved. 

In these situations, social and media 

support are fundamental in the 

dissemination of the knowledge necessary 

for the preservation of women's rights and 

the guarantee of healthy family 

relationships. 

 

Cluster 4 Close relationships  

Conflict  

Families  

Family relationships  

Interpessoal 

communication 

Marital conflict 

Marital satisfation 

Relationship 

satisfaction  

Religion 

Resilience  

Faced with possible conflicts that arise in 

close relationships, such as within 

families, specifically marital conflict, it is 

common to observe the presence of 

resilience and religiosity, as a way to 

restore satisfaction in relationships, 

through interpersonal communication. 

Cluster 5 Aggression  

Commitment  

Couples  

Marriage  

Marriage education  

Prevention  

Relationship 

education  

Relationship quality  

Aggression in a marital relationship is not 

only physical, but verbal as well. 

Therefore, prevention, the commitment of 

couples, is necessary to maintain the 

quality of relationships. One of the 

alternatives is via relationship education. 

Cluster 6 Deployment 

Depressive symptoms 

Mental-health 

Partners 

Quality 

Wives 

The development of depressive symptoms 

and impaired mental health is often 

associated with the quality of relationships 

between partners, especially for wives. 

 

 
Returning to the network, the VOSViewer® 

program zoom program, presented by Van Eck and Waltman 

(2009), makes it possible to evaluate not only the overall 

structure of a map, but also to inspect these maps in detail. A 

point that stands out in this assessment, as seen in Figure 8, is 

the highlighting of the term ―communication‖ in the centre of 

the map, indicating a strong relationship between it and the 

clusters, as suggested by the same authors. In Figure 10, the 

term ―communication‖ can be seen, with its links to different 

terms such as ―family‖, ―conflict‖, ―marriage‖, ―health‖, 

―family communication‖, ―relationships‖, ―quality-of-life‖, 
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―perceptions‖, ―relationships satisfaction‖, among others. 

Some of these links, more related to the topic of interest, have 

already been analysed in relation to clusters and others will be 

analysed and discussed in this article. 

 

Figure 10 

The network based on communication 

Source: Study data. 

Continuing analysis of the network, according to the 

reasoning of Van Eck and Waltman (2009), there is a 

proximity between family and communication, revealing 

them to be closely related fields (Figure 11). If we extend the 

analysis to other prominent nodes shown in the map; 

―couples‖ and ―marriage‖, it can be said that these terms are 

interconnected, and inferred that communication plays a 

central role in the family, specifically in the marital 

relationship. For Akhlaq et al., (2012), good communication 

fosters the development of stronger relationships within 

families. 

Figure 11 

The network analysed based on family 

 

Source: Study data. 

Using the zoom function, this map can be split into 

two other networks deserving of discussion and highlight 

(Figures 12 and 13). When analysing the issues of hearing or 

hearing loss and its relationship to the communication 

process, it can be seen that even including the category 

―audiology speech language pathology‖, the term ―hearing‖, 

or ―hearing loss‖ was not found on the map. However, the 

presence of the word ―aphasia‖ was observed, as shown in 

Figure 12. Aphasia can be understood as language 

impairment, characterizing a difficulty in 

understanding/expressing words. 

Figure 12 

The network analysed based on aphasia. 

 

Source: Study data. 

Figure 13 

The network analysed based on conflict 

 

 

Source: Study data. 

 

Howe et al. (2012) state that aphasia affects family 

members as well as the individuals with the communication 

disorder, and it is important to provide a family-centred 

approach to their rehabilitation. Brown et al. (2012) 
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investigated the life journey of aphasics and claim that in 

order to be successful, a holistic approach is required which 

takes into consideration communication in the broader 

context of the individual's daily life in partnership with their 

families. If we audaciously extend this reasoning, hearing loss 

is analysed as a communication difficulty, there is a direct 

relationship to quality of life, which may infer that hearing 

loss can compromise communication in the family, affecting 

quality of life. 

The last analysis was performed based on the term 

―conflict‖, as shown in Figure 13. Again, the study findings 

were extended and applied to hearing loss. If we consider that 

the hearing loss of a family member can generate conflicts in 

the family's relationships, the term ―interventions‖ appears in 

the network, so that this communicative process, 

compromised by the loss, goes towards adaptation. 

For Akhlaq et al. (2012), family communication is 

the key to a family's success, provided it is strong and healthy. 

Koerner and Fitzpatrick (2005) state that certain behaviours 

contribute to or impair family functioning, promoting 

environments conducive to communication, or otherwise. 

Mcguigan et al., (2014) state that family cohesion, affective 

ties between family members, and flexibility, i.e. the family's 

ability to change in the face of situational and developmental 

needs, should be considered and worked on in interventions. 

IV. CONCLUSION 

This article aimed to discover the profile of studies 

conducted in the literature on the topic worldwide: 

communication in the family and family relations, from the 

year 2000 onward, hoping to discover the output and 

dissemination of scientific knowledge related to the topic 

through a meta-analysis. 

Responding to the question that guided the article, 

the analyses performed: bibliometric, network and 

descriptive, enable us to state that communication in the 

family has been approached from different perspectives 

which involve the marital relationship, the health/illness dyad, 

conflict, the media, sexuality, gay relationships, spirituality 

among other approaches. It was found that in the database 

searched, the terms ―communication‖, ―family‖, ―marriage‖ 

and ―health‖ are strongly interconnected, with 

―communication‖ standing out in this network, confirming the 

importance of studying this topic as a way of ensuring the 

success of communication in the family environment. 

It was also noted that the topic addressed has been 

little explored in the literature in Brazil, with the vast majority 

of studies conducted in the US, where there is a strong 

incentive for research in this area. This data justifies the need 

for exploration of the topic in Brazil. 

One of the limitations of this study was the fact that 

only one database, Web of Science, was used for data 

collection. Although it is an internationally accredited 

platform, it is suggested that future research be extended to 

new databases. 
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