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No Research Versus Research

With Compromised Results: A
Study of Validation Therapy

SUSANNE S. ROBB @ CHARLESE. STEGMAN e MARY OPAL WOLANIN

xperimental designs have

become the cornerstone of

experimental research in the

health sciences. Control of
extraneous variables and threats to
internal and external validity are
well-known attributes of this research
(Cook & Campbell, 1976). Unfortu-
nately, in many instances such meth-
odological rigor cannot be achieved,
and serious design problems follow
(Flay & Best, 1982). Ome of these
instances may be found in institution-
al care settings serving elderly resi-
dent populations.

One extreme solution to these
problems is to not conduct research.
Perhaps this solution is one reason
that gerontological research is infre-
quently performed in institutions.
However, were everyone to -adopt
this strategy, nurses would practice in
a research-based vacuum.

Agencies engaged in long-term
care of the elderly tend to adopt pro-
grams without valid information
about their effectiveness. Resources
required to implement them, in the
context of controlled trials, are rarely
available. The programs begin, run
for a while, and then vanish. Only the
developers -who ~market them -are
clear beneficiaries! Geriatricians and
gerontologists are years away from
curing problems that the programs
attempt to alleviate. Closer-to-ideal
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research environments in long-term
care are even further away. It is
debatable whether evaluations, done
under ideal conditions, will produce
programs that can be readily adopted
in suboptimal settings.

This article reports a study of vali-
dation therapy, a popular program
that is threatening to surface in many
long-term care facilities in the ab-
sence of research-based information
about its effectiveness. By the time
this study was completed, it was so
flawed that the results were severely
compromised. The real value in pub-
lishing this report rests in its potential
to encourage others to evaluate vali-
dation therapy, using flawed designs
if necessary, so that a body of valid
information can emerge, based on
conceptual generality.

Replication to achieve conceptual
generality has been a fundamental
tenet of science. Replication is not as
simplistic as repeating an experiment
the same way. The science of physics
is not advanced by having students
perform the same classical experi-
ments over and over again; these stu-
dents are learning about experimen-
tation, not increasing core scientific

RO

knewledge. -Replication

ability of ideas or results to hold up
under generalized conditions. Hen-
drick and Jones (1972) argued that
the basic premise of conceptual gen-
erality is that when the same results
are found with different subjects, sit-
uational factors, and other variations
in study procedures, the aggregate
results are accepted with greater con-

fidence than the results from any sin-
gle study. The idea of conceptual
generality represents a potential solu-
tion to the problem of obtaining valid
results from studies that lack method-
ological rigor because they focus on
human behavior in complex health
care environments.

Research Background: Reality
orientation (Taulbee & Folsom, 1966)
achieved acceptance as a therapy for
the severely disoriented elderly be-
fore a number of important questions
were answered, such as whether the
process or content was responsible for
the effects produced. One major ob-
jection to reality orientation concerns
the degree to which emphasis on
orienting residents in long-term care
settings to time, place, and person
reflects the realities and demands of

the institutional environment (Bern-
stein & Dvorkin, 1978; Carroll &
Gray, 1981). For example, is it func-
tionally adaptive to be continually
aware of time within an institutional
setting characterized by the absence
of activities to fill. timeP johnson
(1980), Mitchel (1980), and Zepelin,
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trol group (loss of 4) and 15 subjects
(loss of ,5) in the experimental
group.

The program was offered twice a
week for the 9 months from Septem-
ber through May. Six subjects who
were originally assigned to the exper-
imental group did not attend most of
the scheduled sessions because of epi-
sodic acute illnesses (n = 5) or
extremely disruptive behavior during
group meetings (n = 1). This partial
treatment group was not the same as
the control or treatment groups. Some
researchers opt to drop such a group
entirely. Others include these subjects
with the control group or, worse yet,
count them as treatment subjects.

. The solution favored here was to

include them as a special subgroup.
Thus, data analysis included 12 per-
sons in the control group, 9 in the
experimental group, and 6 who had
been randomly assigned to the exper-
imental group, but who failed to
attend a majority of the meetings.
Compared to persons who remained
in the experimental or the control
group, those who dropped out were
older, had longer lengths of stay in

the facility, and demonstrated lower

mental status scores.

Measures: The selection and/or
development of appropriate mea-
surement procedures are vitally im-
portant to behavioral science re-
search. And yet, in many institutional
settings there is little support for this
type of research. In these cases,
researchers are often forced to use ill-
defined subjective measures of pro-
gram effectiveness from existing
measures that may or may not be
adaptable to the current situation.
Scarce personnel resources, lack of
suitable instruments, and finite sub-
ject tolerance for testing also limit the
number of dependent variables that
can be considered in any study. The-
ory and previous research dictate the
important variables to consider.

Of all the treatment effects re-
ported by Feil and Wetzler (1979)
and Wetzler and Feil (1978), three

were selected -for study. Mental-sta-" "

tus, morale, and social behavior were
chosen because of the researchers’
beliefs that change might occur more
rapidly in these areas. Also, these
variables could be quickly measured
with few disruptions to the residents
and the nursing staff, The developers
and sole evaluators of validation ther-

MARCH/APRIL 1988 VOL. 36, NO. 2

apy had not used procedures with
established reliability, validity, and
sensitivity. Therefore, tools with at
least partly established reliability and
validity were selected to measure
each variable. Mental status of the
subjects was measured by the Mental
Status Questionnaire (MSQ) develop-
ed by Fishback (1977). Morale was
measured with the Philadelphia Ge-i‘
riatric Center Morale Scale (PGCMS)
developed by Lawton (1975). The
Minimal Social Behavior
(MSBS) by Farina, Arenberg, and
Guskin (1957) was used to evaluate
social behavior.

The MSQ (Fishback, 1977) is a 36-
item questionnaire that combined the
Kahn, Goldfarb, Pollack, and Peck
(1960) and Pfeiffer (1975) mental sta-
tus questionnaires to give greater lati-
tude and accuracy in determining
degrees of senile dementia. Some de-
gree of validity had been established
in that “scores correlate highly with
clinical findings™ (actual coefficient
not reported) (Fishback, 1977, p.
167). Reliability was not established
for the combined instrument, but

Scale ;

Pfeiffer’s Short Portable Mental Sta-
tus Questionnaire (SPMSQ) had test-
retest correlations of .82 and .83 for
two groups tested at 4-week intervals.
In terms of validity, the SPMSQ was
significantly, p =< .001, correlated
with clinical diagnosis of organic
brain syndrome in two study groups.
The MSQ was found to be “highly
related to psychiatrists’ clinical evalu-
ations of the presence and degree of
chronic brain syndrome” (actual
coefficient not reported) (Kahn et al.,
1960, p. 328).

The PGCMS is a 17-item, 3-factor
scale (tranquility, attitude-toward- -
own-aging, -and lonely-dissatisfac-
tion) that yields an overall measure of
morale. Reliability statistics were as
follows: KR 21 = .81 (matched
items); = .75 test-retest (5 weeks).
Validity studies indicated a moderate
correlation with interviewers’ life sat-
isfaction ratings (4 = .57) (Lawton,
1972, 1975), as well as high correla-
tions with other morale scales: LSIA
= 74; Dean = .57; Kutner = .73;
LSIZ = .79; and LISA-A = .77 (Loh-
man, 1977, p. 74).

Nursing of Children.
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care abilities (such as dressing, toilet-
ing, or bathing). However, many of
the residents did demonstrate
changes in their social behaviors. In-
creased demands on the nursing staff
for cigarettes, conversation, and so
forth prompted at least one nurse to
comment, “If these men keep return-
ing so riled up, we'll just have to
increase their tranquilizers.” In many
instances, staff retained negative atti-
tudes despite having received materi-
als describing the therapy and its
potential benefits. Part of this prob-
lem stemmed from differences in
goals held by the therapy team versus
goals held by the staff. The latter
group expected bowel and bladder
continence to be restored, but the
therapy team was satisfied with sub-
jects’ gains in social behavior or
recognition of feelings.
Implications: Before results of this
study can be used for decision-mak-
ing, they should be integrated with
those from other evaluations. Given
the limitations imposed on doing re-
search in long-term care facilities, it
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is doubtful if any single study will
ever sufficiently control the threats to
internal and external validity to war-
rant making final decisions about the
worth of a new treatment program.’

A question that researchers must
face as they design their studies is,
“At what point does inability to con-
trol threats to internal and external
validity render the research worth-
less?”” In adapting true experimental
designs to fit the situational realities
of long-term facilities, a number of
compromises are often made. Each of
these must be acknowledged in re-
ports and the results discussed in light
of these limitations. Although the re-
searcher may not be justified in mak-
ing causal inferences based on the
study, the results can still inform
decision-makers about some aspects
of the phenomenon studied and point
the way to better studies. The accu-
mulation of results through tech-
niques like meta-analysis (Glass,
McGraw, & Smith, 1981; Slavin,
1983) may also lend strength to the
conceptual generality of the results.
Results are reported here in an effort
to facilitate such comparisons. 1]
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