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The Stories That Bind Us: 
What Are the Twenty 
Questions?
Posted: 03/23/2013 10:09 am

Since the publication on Sunday, March 17 of Bruce Feiler's New York Times 
column entitled "This Life: The Stories that Bind us," Robyn Fivush and I have 
received a large number of requests for what he referred to as the "Do You Know 
Scale" (DYK). The DYK comprises 20 questions seeking knowledge about family 
history. The major criterion for inclusion in this set of questions was that they 
test knowledge of things that children could not possibly have learned first hand, 
either because they happened before the children were born or they involved 
family members that were less familiar to them than parents and grandparents. 
Given this limitation, the children who knew the information would therefore 
have had to receive it from others through stories, writings or other indirect 
sources. As was mentioned by Bruce Feiler, in our research, higher scores on the 
DYK scale were associated with higher levels of self-esteem, an internal locus of 
control ( a belief in one's own capacity to control what happens to him or her), 
better family functioning, lower levels of anxiety, fewer behavioral problems, and 
better chances for good outcomes if a child faces educational or emotional/
behavioral difficulties.

I write this blog post because many people have written and asked us to send 
them the list of twenty DYK questions so they can be sure their children know 
what our test children knew. However, correlation is not causation. Simply 
knowing the answers to questions will not produce the good outcomes described 
above. The good outcomes as well as the knowledge of family history that the 
children possessed were all the result of something else. We have written about 
this "something else" in several publications and I quote from one of those 
publications here:

"If simply knowing family history could make for better states of well-being, some 
might propose (confusing correlation with causation) that we simply teach 
children various facts about their families and they will become stronger. Clearly, 
this approach would not work! Rather, it is our belief that knowledge of family 
history reflects certain processes that exist in families whose members know their 
histories. One such process is the communication of family information across 

http://www.nytimes.com/2013/03/17/fashion/the-family-stories-that-bind-us-this-life.html?pagewanted=all&_r=0
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generations; important questions about this process would include "Who is 
passing this information?" and "When is this information transmitted?" In our 
study of family stories at the Emory University Family Narratives Project funded 
by the Sloan Foundation, we found that family stories seem to be transferred by 
mothers and grandmothers more often than not and that the information was 
typically passed during family dinners, family vacations, family holidays, and the 
like. Other data indicated that these very same regular family dinners, yearly 
vacations, and holiday celebrations occur more frequently in families that have 
high levels of cohesiveness and that they contribute to the development of a 
strong sense of what we have called the intergenerational self. It is this 
intergenerational self and the personal strength and moral guidance that seem to 
derive from it that are associated with increased resilience, better adjustment, 
and improved chances of good clinical and educational outcomes." -- [Duke, 
M.P., Lazarus, A., & Fivush, R. (2008). Knowledge of family history as a 
clinically useful index of psychological well-being and prognosis: A brief report. 
Psychotherapy Theory, Research, Practice, Training, 45, 268-272.]

The 20 items of the DYK scale are provided below. However, please remember 
that these are only a representative sample of the kinds of questions that kids 
should be able to answer. You can make up others. The main criterion, as 
mentioned above, is that the questions are about things that the children could 
not have learned on their own or experienced directly. Each family will have 
different stories and different key moments and memories that are shared. It is 
not the content of what is known that is the critical factor, but the process by 
which these things came to be known. This process is, in our opinion, the 
causational factor. In order to hear family stories, people need to sit down with 
one another and not be distracted. Some people have to talk and some have to 
listen. The stories need to be told over and over and the times of sitting together 
need to be multiple and occur over many years. The most convenient times 
traditionally have been family dinners, family trips in the car, vacations, birthday 
gatherings, etc. As Bruce Feiler notes, however, given the complexities of modern 
family life families can also sit and talk over a snack after school or before 
everyone goes off to work, or at any other time that they can focus on each other. 
These gatherings -- short or long -- are at the heart of the process by which the 
intergenerational stories can be told and learned and through which children can 
grow stronger and healthier. No quick fix. No simply learning the answers to the 
questions. Just coming from a family in which the opportunities to learn family 
history and to create a family narrative are regular, multiple, predictable and 
inviolable. As Bruce Feiler implores in his book, " The Secrets of Happy 
Families": Talk. A lot.
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The Do You Know Scale

Please answer the following questions by circling "Y" for "yes" or "N" for "no." 
Even if you know the information we are asking about, you don't need to write it 
down. We just wish to know if you know the information. 

1. Do you know how your parents met?Y N

2. Do you know where your mother grew up?Y N

3. Do you know where your father grew up?Y N

4. Do you know where some of your grandparents grew up?Y N

5. Do you know where some of your grandparents met?Y N

6. Do you know where your parents were married?Y N

7. Do you know what went on when you were being born?Y N

8. Do you know the source of your name?Y N

9. Do you know some things about what happened when your brothers or sisters 
were being born?Y N

10. Do you know which person in your family you look most like?Y N

11. Do you know which person in the family you act most like?Y N

12. Do you know some of the illnesses and injuries that your parents experienced 
when they were younger?Y N

13. Do you know some of the lessons that your parents learned from good or bad 
experiences?Y N

14. Do you know some things that happened to your mom or dad when they were 
in school?Y N

15. Do you know the national background of your family (such as English, 
German, Russian, etc)?Y N

16. Do you know some of the jobs that your parents had when they were young?Y 
N
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17. Do you know some awards that your parents received when they were young?
Y N

18. Do you know the names of the schools that your mom went to?Y N

19. Do you know the names of the schools that your dad went to?Y N

20. Do you know about a relative whose face "froze" in a grumpy position because 
he or she did not smile enough?Y N

Score: Total number answered Y.

Important Note : About that last question! Fifteen percent of our sample actually 
answered "Yes!" This is because the stories that families tell are not always "true." 
More often than not they are told in order to teach a lesson or help with a 
physical or emotional hurt. As such, they may be modified as needed. The 
accuracy of the stories is not really critical. In fact, there are often disagreements 
among family members about what really happened! These disagreements then 
become part of the family narrative. Not to worry!


