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(P85E1#%R) Since the 1940s, sociologists and family researchers have studied the ways families experience and manage
stress. Boundary ambiguity has become a valuable concept in understanding why even healthy families sometimes struggle
to do this well. Researcher and family therapist Pauline Boss defines boundary ambiguity as a state, resulting from either
nonnormative or normative stressor events, in which family members are uncertain about who is in the family and who is
out, or about who is performing which roles and tasks within the family system (Boss 1977, 1987, 2002). In some stressful
situations, the family cannot obtain the facts surrounding the troubling event. This degree of uncertainty—Is a missing
member dead or alive? What will the course of a terminal illness be?—prevents the family from defining the situation clearly
enough to know how to respond to it (Boss 1993).
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