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Reactors’ Commissioned Thoughts about and Subsequent Uptake of  
Brown and Paolucci’s 1979 Definition of Home Economics 

Executive Summary 
2022

This monograph reports an inaugural analysis of reactors’ (N=15) commissioned thoughts
about Brown and Paolucci’s 1979 Home Economics: A Definition. To facilitate this analysis, a
five-page synopsis of their definitional statement is provided. They tendered an inaugural (a)
mission statement that was inherently tied to a philosophy-based definition for home economics.
The latter comprised (b) theoretical and practical knowledge; (c) a metascientific perspective
(i.e., analytic/empirical, interpretive, and critical); and (d) three conceptual frameworks based on
(i) families as transformative agents; (ii) practical, perennial problems addressed using systems
of action; and (iii) praxis predicated on practical reasoning. The reactors were the first home
economists in the world to read and critique this new contribution to our profession. 

The two-phase research design included a thematic analysis of the 100+ pages of reactors’
comments as well as a secondary analysis of the thematic findings from phase one. Secondary
analysis is useful when first-phase data aid researchers in answering research questions that differ
from but are related to the original question. The overall research question was “What can be
learned from analyzing reactors’ invited thoughts about Brown and Paolucci’s (1979) definition
of home economics?” Phase one concerned whether the definition resonated with reactors. If so,
in what ways, or why not? What, if anything, was proposed instead? Phase two queried whether
any of Brown and Paolucci or the reactors’ ideas were subsequently taken up and embraced by
the profession. This analysis affirmed that reactors’ commentaries are just as valuable as the
original definition offering historical insights with contemporary resonance.

Overall, regarding phase one, reactors were truly appreciative of Brown and Paolucci’s
effort, but they did not necessarily agree with the process, end result, or how it was
communicated. Seven themes (with multiple subthemes) emerged. Reactors (a) expressed kudos
to the definitional effort while sharing a range of adverse reactions (e.g., subthemes of struggle,
resentment, rejection, alternate definitions, denial). They also expressed their opinions about the
(b) merit of the definitional exercise itself, (c) the document’s accessibility and (d) the
profession’s readiness to embrace the ideas (six subthemes). There was (e) agreement with some
elements of the proposed definition (six subthemes), (f) issues and concerns around other
elements (six subthemes) and (g) suggestions for new lines of thought for future definitional
initiatives (12 subthemes). 

From a statistical perspective, the reactors (n=9, 60%) who commented on the merit of
the exercise felt it was timely with two exceptions. Some reactors (n=4, 27%) resistance was so
strong that they were moved to tender their own definition. Reported as hearsay, one reactor said
some forum participants felt that no definition had been proffered at all. Nearly half (47%, n=7)
of the reactors agreed that the document was not accessible and needed translation, so they could
internalize it let alone interpret (explain) it to others or operationalize it. Half (53%, n=8)
identified aspects of the definition that resonated with them. A nearly identical complement of
reactors (n=7, 47%) responded strongly to ideas that did not sit well with them with two people
especially vociferous. 
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Inverting these statistics reveals that 40% of the reactors did not comment on the merit of 
the initiative to define home economics. Nearly three-quarters (73%) made no effort to tender
their own definition. Half of the reactors did not comment on the readability of the document or
the accessibility of ideas nor did they say concepts should be better defined and operationalized.
That said, nearly all (80%) reactors tendered some ideas for augmentation and improvement to
Brown and Paolucci’s (1979) definition.

Secondary analysis of thematic findings suggested varying degrees of uptake and
entrenchment of their ideas in our collective psyche: ecosystems, integration, transformation,
social needs, critical science, alternative modes of inquiry (i.e., metascience), life course (human)
development, family strengths, autonomy and self-determination (capacity building), and basic
human needs. Other ideas have not been embraced: human condition, human action, the Hegelian
method, and transdisciplinarity. Subsequent definitional initiatives resulted in the American
Association of Family and Consumer Sciences’ (AAFCS) formalized definition of the profession
(2022) as well as a published body of knowledge (BOK) (2009). AAFCS’ BOK progressively
included ideas not contained in the reactors’ thoughts: community vitality, wellness, global
interdependence, and sustainability. The International Federation for Home Economics (IFHE)
released its definition of home economics in 2008. These are profiled and critiqued in the
monograph. 

In short, reactors wanted an operational definition not a philosophical one. They wanted
concepts defined and operationalized instead of taken for granted. They wanted assumptions
acknowledged and made transparent instead of undeclared and not accessible for critique. They
wanted something they could immediately use rather than having to critically reflect. They
resented being told preferring instead to be consulted. They wanted a message they could easily
internalize, so they could use it and communicate it to others. Indeed, a major finding was that
reactors fervently believed messaging and managing expectations is everything. Definitions
should be accessible, translatable to self, interpretable to others, respectfully messaged,
operational, and philosophically/pragmatically balanced. To wrap things up, I introduce the
notion of metapractice in that practitioners create a part of their practice wherein they think about
their practice. This is exactly what Brown and Paolucci envisioned so many years ago. 

Sue L. T. McGregor PhD, IPHE, Professor Emerita (MSVU)

Principal Consultant
McGregor Consulting Group
Nova Scotia Canada
www.consultmcgregor.com
http://consultmcgregor.com/publications.php?cid=6

ii



Introduction
Nearly 65 years after its founding, the American Home Economics Association (AHEA)

(1973) held, what it called, the 11  Lake Placid conference to reach a consensus about theth

direction of the field (Vincenti, 1997). “It was in the search for a clearer identity that [AHEA
subsequently commissioned] Brown and Paolucci to write Home Economics: A Definition”
(Hamilton, 1997, p. 83). AHEA, now the American Association of Family and Consumer
Sciences (AAFCS), published an augmented version of their report that contained the 62-page
definition as well as papers containing reactors’ commentaries (Brown & Paolucci, 1979). 

To elaborate, after Brown and Paolucci submitted their final report in July 1978, AHEA
arranged for it to be discussed and critiqued during a series of five, week-long, cross-country
meetings in five states (January-April 1979). Called the Home Economics Defined National
Forums, participants (N=301) were expected to critique the proposed definition and discuss its
implications and meanings (Kay, 2015; Kieren et al., 1984; Parthum, 1979). 

The final published version of Home Economics: A Definition (normally available from
AAFCS - click here) included the original, 62-page 1978 position paper, two invited
philosophical entries (Drs. Richard Peterson and Joseph Kockelmans), 15 commissioned peer
reactors’ papers (three presented at each forum) (more than 100 pages) plus other material
(Brown & Paolucci, 1979). Nearly 45 years later, the study herein focused on the reactors’
thoughts, which have never been analyzed as has the original 62-page report (see McGregor,
2014a; Vaines, 1980; Vincenti & Smith, 2004). 

Essence of Brown and Paolucci’s Definition of Home Economics
Brown and Paolucci (1979) tendered an inaugural (a) mission statement that was

inherently tied to a philosophy-based definition for home economics. The latter comprised (b)
theoretical and practical knowledge; (c) a metascientific perspective (i.e., analytic/empirical,
interpretive, and critical); and (d) three conceptual frameworks based on (i) families as
transformative agents; (ii) practical, perennial problems addressed using systems of action; and
(iii) praxis predicated on practical reasoning (see Table 1). They framed this collection of
concepts as totally “‘new ground’ for home economics” (p. 12). No one in the profession had
ever seen these ideas before. This section explains the essence of this new philosophical ground
to which the invited peer reactors responded. 

Table 1

Overview of Elements of Brown and Paolucci’s (1979) Home Economics Definition

Mission Statement 

(p. 23, underlined in the

original)

Theoretical and

Practical Knowledge

Metascientific

Perspective (intellectual

modes of inquiry)

Conceptual

Frameworks

“The mission of home

economics is to enable

families, both as

individual units and

generally as a social

institution, to build and

Theoretical knowledge

arises from a theorist’s

assumptions about reality

and the world with the

theory being accessible

by anyone to use to

Analytic/empirical

science: generalized,

deductive explanation of

the world using an

objective, value-free,

how-to, cause-effect,

Framework 1: Families

as transformative agents

– individuals and families

are agents of change and

transformation of both

self and society. Self-
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maintain systems of

action which lead (a) to

maturing in individual

self-formation and (2) to

enlightened, cooperative

participation in the

critique and formulation

of social goals and means

of accomplishing them.”

address problems that

occur in similar situations 

expert approach; try to

predict and control the

world

change manifests in

maturity, autonomy, and

responsibility

Practical means reasoned

and justified thought and

action. Practical

knowledge is cocreated

by home economists,

individuals, and families

to address situation-

specific problems

Interpretive science:

subjectively understand

the underlying reasons

and meanings of verbal

and nonverbal

communications and

interactions; social values

and norms are relative to

the culture or person 

Framework 2: Systems of

action – confront

practical, perennial

problems using a

combination of systems of

action (technical,

interpretive, and critical)

with the mix depending

on the situation

Critical science:

normative (should/ought);

emancipate and liberate

ideologically and literally

oppressed peoples by

exposing power, values,

ideologies, distorted

discourse, hidden social

messages, and

dehumanization 

Framework 3: Praxis –

confront practical,

perennial problems using

practical reasoning and

practical knowledge to

strive for desired states of

affairs (i.e., valued ends

instead of given ends)

Home economics practice

requires a hybrid mode of

intellectual inquiry,

which means holding all

three metasciences in the

mind while addressing

practical, perennial

problems (recurring

generational issues that

demand new responses)

Inaugural Home Economics Concepts
Focused on providing “a reasoned presentation of what home economics ought to be if it

is intellectually and morally defensible” (Brown & Paolucci, 1979, p. v), their philosophically
normative report contained a collection of never-before-compiled concepts of thought (see Table
2) that they used to tender their definition of “the concept of home economics” (Brown &
Paolucci, 1979, p. 1). Despite appreciating the danger of creating peer frustration with a
philosophical instead of an operational definition, they presented an in-depth exploration of the
philosophical understandings of home economics practice grounded in these new concepts. 
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Table 2

Key Concepts Integral to Brown and Paolucci’s 1979 Inaugural Philosophical Definition of
Home Economics

• home economics as a profession (what that means)

• nature of services we are supposed to provide given that we are a profession

• home economics as a practical science

• inaugural mission statement 

• social needs the profession must address (overview of challenges in society)

• moral values reasoning 

• practical, perennial problems

• practical reasoning process

• three systems of action (ways of thinking before acting: technical, interpretive, and critical)

• three types of knowledge (analytic-empirical, interpretive, and critical)

• home economics as a critical science

• human condition and home economics

• human action

Metascientific Perspectives
Brown and Paolucci’s overall premise was that home economics is required because

individuals and families need help “developing a social character which directs and controls the
socio-economic system in ways more responsive to genuine human needs” (Bubolz, 1979, p.
178). To that end, with a strong belief about the relationship between theory and practice, Brown
and Paolucci (1979) searched the literature and identified “certain metascientific developments
we consider relevant to home economics” (p. 38) (i.e., analytic/empirical science, interpretive
science, and critical science) (see pp. 40–50). 

Brown and Paolucci felt that home economics was too atheoretical (i.e., not based on or
concerned with theory). They consistently expressed concern for the relationship between theory
and practice and were convinced that “theory sustains practice and ... the practical is useful for
selecting and organizing the theoretical” (1979, p. 40). They juxtaposed three metasciences
against three types of theory, modes of inquiry, views of values, and systems of action (see in
Table 3). For them, “these metascientific views are not views associated with different
disciplines; they are [instead] views held within a given discipline concerned with the study of
people” (p. 40) (including home economics).

Table 3 (find at end of document)

Brown and Paolucci’s Metascientific Perspectives AAFCS© (used with permission)

Theoretical and Practical Knowledge
Their original title for Table 3 referred to two types of knowledge, “theoretical and

practical knowledge as viewed from three metascientific perspectives” (Brown & Paolucci, 1979,
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p. 41). They explained that theoretical knowledge is used to address problems that occur in
similar situations. Everyone has access to this stockpile of knowledge and theories (e.g.,
economic theory, consumer behavior theory, communication theory, systems theory). By
comparison, practical knowledge is cocreated by home economists with individuals and families
and used to address situation-specific problems. 

To elaborate, practical referred to reasoned and justified thought and action instead of
feasible, habitual, or suitable action (Brown & Paolucci, 1979, see pp. 24–26). However, they
maintained that practical is anything but practical (i.e., convenient). It requires intense thinking
before acting – thinking about the best combination of theory and practice given the context.
They called this “thought and deed” (1979, p. 40) referring, respectively, to a home economics
professional’s thought for the action and the thought in action that happens within families
(deed). Both feed into each other and inform praxis (i.e., doing informed by theory – theory
informed by doing).
Modes of Inquiry

A key part of their philosophical definition was the notion of mode of inquiry with mode
being a way in which something occurs and inquiry meaning investigating an issue and seeking
information and perspectives. They identified three modes of inquiry: (a) analytic/empirical, (b)
interpretive, and (c) critical with each mode comprising four elements: the aim of the inquiry,
category of concern, nature of explanation, and method of validation (see Table 3) (Brown &
Paolucci, 1979). 

To illustrate, the aim of the critical science mode of inquiry is to enlighten people and
free them from social control. It is concerned with fallout from manipulative instrumental action
and distorted communications. Related scenarios are explained by revealing hidden and
underlying aspects of life that disempower. This mode of inquiry is validated through practical
discourse with practical meaning reasoned thought before action informed by an awareness of
circumstances, risks, and consequences (Brown & Paolucci, 1979). 

Brown and Paolucci (1979) then proposed that any home economics intellectual inquiry
and research initiative “requires a hybrid form of inquiry” (p. 57) instead of just one of the three
modes. With a hybrid approach, they said that home economists would use 

(a) analytic/empirical science disciplines to study cause and effect (e.g., natural sciences,
economics, psychology, computer science); 
(b) the philosophy discipline to discern any logical, analytical strategies that generate and
validate knowledge; and 
(c) cultural-hermeneutic disciplines to explore the hidden and manifest meanings of
communications (e.g., sociology, anthropology, history, archeology, linguistics, theology). 

They counselled that home economists do not need to excel in all three modes of inquiry (see
Table 3), but there must be “a very real sense of a hybrid mode of inquiry in the mind of each
[home economics practitioner]” (p. 57). The profession eventually called this an interdisciplinary
and integrated approach to practice (Bubolz & Sontag, 1988). 
Three Conceptual Frameworks

Brown and Paolucci (1979) also presented three conceptual frameworks (discussed at
pages 52, 54, 57) for organizing home economics knowledge replete with more than 20 key
concepts (neologisms) in italics in the following series list. Pictorial representations were at pages
53, 55–56. Their new definition of home economics involved praxis (a reciprocal combination of
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theory and practice) that: 
< Framework 1 – views the individual and family as an agent of transformation that can

take action in (a) the formation of self (toward maturity, autonomy, and responsibility)
and (b) toward the formation of society; 

< Framework 2 – addresses the practical problems of the home and family (including
subproblems) using systems of action (technical, interpretive, and critical) with practical
meaning a value-oriented approach concerning the worth of getting to a particular valued
end not just the technical, how-to approach using a given end provided by home
economists; and 

< Framework 3 – strives for desired states of affairs wherein home economists,
individuals, and families use practical reasoning to address practical, perennial problems
with perennial meaning enduring issues that occur every generation or differently in
another context.
These three frameworks were “offered as tentative in the hope that we will have help in

clarifying and modifying [them because] details are missing” (Brown & Paolucci, 1979, p. 52).
McGregor (2014a) subsequently elaborated on many of these concepts in her overview of Dr.
Brown’s still-relevant philosophical contributions to home economics.
Ecosystem Perspective Absent

One missing detail warrants mention – the ecosystem perspective. Bubolz (2002, p. 99)
explained that despite Dr. Paolucci’s seminal “leadership in proposing an ecosystem model for
home economics,” the ecosystem concept is missing from Brown and Paolucci’s definition of
home economics. Dr. Paolucci herself clarified that, “Marjorie Brown did not agree to include
discussion of an ecological perspective in the document” (Bubolz, 2002, p. 100). 

This conceptual dismissal happened despite that an earlier 1975 AHEA document, titled
Home Economics: New Directions II (Bivens et al., 1975), called for “an ecosystem
conceptualization of the field” (Vincenti, 1997, p. 303). Dr. Paolucci was coauthor on that 1975
AHEA initiative, yet Dr. Brown succeeded in excluding the ecosystem concept from their 1979
definition. In fact, she subsequently tendered a harsh critique of human ecology in her treatise on
how she thought American home economists understood the profession (Brown, 1993, Chapter
8).

Study Rationale and Research Question
The lack of analysis of the 15 reactors’ thoughts is deemed a shortcoming of our

intellectual and philosophical evolution, indeed our entire practice, in that one of the key goals of
the national forum was to listen to and heed critiques of the proposed definition, what it means,
and its implications (Parthum, 1979). When they submitted their final report, Brown and Paolucci
praised AHEA’s committee for “initiating a significant intellectual and motivational movement
for the field of home economics. The task has merely begun. Continuous critique, reflection and
discourse within the field are essential” (1979, p. vi). Their choice of discourse is significant
because it pushes the profession to go beyond a conversation to a formal, lengthy exposition.

In the spirit of discourse, more than 40 years later, this study analyzed the 15 reactors’
responses to the new-to-them definition of home economics. This analysis occurred now because
the profession is still grappling with its definition (Apple, 2015) despite the profound depth of
Brown and Paolucci’s (1979) philosophical treatise. Just recently, Vail (2017) recognized home
economics and family and consumer sciences’ (FCS) definition, identity, and continuity as
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ongoing, thorny issues (see also Harden et al., 2018). 
Brown and Paolucci (1979) consciously chose to approach defining the profession

“through a philosophical analysis [instead of] surveying persons currently involved in the [field
to assess their] status quo definition(s)” (p. v). The reactors’ comments were, in effect, a hybrid
of these two approaches – standing in their status quo, they were asked to react to a philosophical
stance that they had not developed. The research question was thus “What can be learned from
analyzing reactors’ invited thoughts about Brown and Paolucci’s (1979) definition of home
economics?” Subquestions included did the definition resonate with the reactors? If so, in what
ways? If not, what were their concerns? What (if anything) did they propose instead? 

Method
Research Design

To answer the research question (and the subquestions), the first phase of the research
design constituted a qualitative thematic analysis of the rectors’ comments. The richness of their
commentaries resonated with the researcher prompting an interest in how many of their ideas and
suggestions had been taken up since first tendered in 1979. To follow this unanticipated line of
inquiry, findings from the first phase were subsequently treated as a new data set, which
underwent a secondary analysis (quantitative and interpretive) (the second phase of the research
design). Secondary analysis helps researchers “find answers to research questions that differ from
the questions asked in the original research” (Long-Sutehall & Sque, 2010, p. 336). 

As a caveat, the ultimate research design cannot be characterized as mixed methods
because the original intent was not to employ a sequential, phased study involving both
quantitative and qualitative research to collect data to answer one research question (Creswell et
al., 2003; McGregor, 2018). Instead, the research design shifted to an emergent design in that
executing the initial plan (qualitative thematic analysis) triggered another adjunct question
(Creswell, 2009), which was answered using a secondary analysis. This monograph presents the
findings and results of two happenstance phases of a study that focused on reactors’
commissioned comments re Brown and Paolucci’s (1979) definition of home economics.
Reactor Sample Frame

For clarification, a reactor’s formalized thoughts about a document constitute a form of
commentary. Authors of commentaries often have in-depth knowledge of a particular topic and
are interested in sharing their viewpoint and personal opinion on that topic. Their commentary
manifests in both explanatory and critical notes about the topic often in response to others’
contributions (Berterö, 2016). In this case, Marjorie Brown and Beatrice Paolucci’s peers were
invited to comment on (respond to) this definitional contribution to the profession. Table 4
profiles the reactors’ identities (14 females, one male) with their names listed as identified in
Brown and Paolucci’s (1979) Table of Contents. They represented 14 higher education
institutions from 13 states and one government employee. Their responses averaged six, single-
spaced pages in length ranging from 2–11 pages.
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Table 4

Invited Reactors to Brown and Paolucci’s (1979) ‘Home Economics: A Definition’

• Beverly Crabtree (Oklahoma State University) (pp. 125-135)

• Marjorie East (Pennsylvania State University) (136-143)

• Frances M. Magrabi (US Department of Agriculture) (143-150)

• Georgianne Baker (Arizona State University) (151-154)

• Gordon E. Bivens (Iowa State University) (155-157)

• Gwen C. Cooke (San Diego State University) (158-162)

• Anne C. Clapp (North Carolina State University) (163-167)

• Shirley Ezell (University of Houston, Texas) (168-172)

• Patricia Bell Scott (University of Tennessee-Knoxville) (173-175)

• Margaret E. Bubolz (Michigan State University) (176-185)

• Patricia M. Murphy (North Dakota State University) (186-194)

• Hazel T. Spitze (University of Illinois) (195-202)

• Marjorie Rankin (Drexel Institute, now Drexel University) (203-209)

• Anne H. Rideout (University of Connecticut) (210-215)

• Helen LeBaron Hilton (Iowa State University) (238-239)

Data Collection
Secondary data were used in this study because their procurement facilitated answering

the research question. These data comprise reactors’ comments expressed at pages 125–215 in
Brown and Paolucci (1979). The document was secured from AAFCS’s head office, which
attested to its originality and authenticity. It is the only existing document that is representative of
the reactors’ comments about the AHEA commissioned definition (Ary et al., 2010). 
Thematic Analysis

Following Owen’s (1984) thematic analysis protocol, as each reactor’s contribution was
iteratively read, sections of text (i.e., words,
phrases, sentences, paragraphs) that contained
information pursuant to the research question
and subquestions were initially flagged with a
highlighter and/or a vertical line in the margin.
Tentative labels were generated for each theme
as it emerged and letter-coded shortcuts were
used to mark relevant, flagged text: kudos (K)
and overall reactions (O) (e.g., struggle, reject,
resent) as well as opinions about merit (M),
accessibility and readiness (R), agreement (A),
concerns (C) and new thoughts (N) (see Figure 1). 

This protocol was followed until no new themes emerged with allowances to recategorize
tagged sections if necessary to firm up the themes. Data from the letter-coded sections were then
culled, organized, and analyzed to develop profiles for each theme with supportive quotations as
evidence of thematic claims. The researcher’s interpretation and editorial comments were kept to

Figure 1 Example of thematic coding protocol
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a minimum. When warranted, caveats, clarifications, or context was added (McGregor, 2018;
Owen, 1984). When reporting thematic findings, reactors were identified by their surname with
respective pagination from Brown and Paolucci (1979). To illustrate, Rideout concluded that
despite being “one of the finest papers on home economics I have ever read [i]t conceptualizes
almost more than most of us can grasp” (p. 214). 
Secondary Analysis

As noted, secondary analysis of existing data aids researchers in answering research
questions that differ from but are related to the original question (Long-Sutehall & Sque, 2010).
In phase two of this study, a secondary analysis of the thematic findings from phase one entailed
a summative descriptive statistical analysis (frequencies, percentages), which informed an
interpretive analysis (i.e., explain the meaning and significance) related to (a) the degree of the
profession’s subsequent uptake of reactors’ thoughts and (b) reactors’ recommendations for
successfully messaging future definitional initiatives. 
Study Rigor

Confirmability, credibility, and authenticity were assured with thick descriptions,
researcher reflexivity, and peer review (McGregor, 2018). Member checking was not possible
because most of the reactors were deceased. As an alternative strategy, the analyses were vetted
by an expert panel of three home economists familiar with the document (Canada and Australia)
and adjusted accordingly. 

Phase One: Thematic Findings
The first-phase qualitative analysis revealed seven themes. Reactors (a) expressed kudos

to the definitional effort while sharing a range of adverse reactions (e.g., subthemes of struggle,
resentment, rejection, alternate definitions, denial). They also expressed their opinions about the
(b) merit of the definition exercise itself, (c) document’s accessibility and (d) profession’s
readiness to embrace the ideas. There was (e) strong agreement with some elements of the
proposed definition, (f) issues and concerns around other elements and (g) suggestions for new
lines of thought for future definitional initiatives. 
Theme 1: Kudos with a Range of Adverse Reactions

Many reactors praised the scope and ambitiousness of this definitional endeavour. After
acknowledging the honor of being asked to react, many clarified their approach to organizing
their reactions. To illustrate, Magrabi exclaimed that “clearly, there are several ways I could
approach that assignment” (p. 143). Rideout clarified that “my response to the paper is from
several frames of reference” (p. 210).

Many reactors appreciated the effort involved and the import of the contribution. Bubolz
praised Brown and Paolucci’s work. “Taking a stand such as this is a courageous one – not for
the faint hearted” (p. 179). She applauded them for proposing that “home economics [is] a
normative science [focused on] strengthening the family [to strengthen society]” (p. 180). And
she approved of their recommendation that “we are to use dialogue, discourse and reasoning
together, the method of solving practical problems” (p. 180). Bubolz characterized their work as
“momentous” and placed it in the same category as the “Lake Placid papers and years [that were
rich with] reflective thought and discussion in home economics” (p. 176). As an aside, the
1901–1908 Lake Placid conference proceedings are available at the Cornell University Hearth:
https://digital.library.cornell.edu/catalog/hearth6060826.

Crabtree “commend[ed] Marjorie and Bea for their significant contributions to the home

Page 8 of  36



economics profession” (p. 135). Magrabi framed their work as “a major contribution to our
search for a definition of home economics” (p. 143). She believed that “the philosophical basis ...
forced us to delve more deeply into these aspects than we might otherwise have done” (pp.
143–144). Bivens congratulated them for “bringing to our attention some very important
conceptualizations. The authors have stretched our thinking [and helped us embark on] an
important intellectual journey” (p. 155). Cooke characterized their work as “a landmark
document in the profession” (p. 158). 

To continue, Ezell felt that “the authors have developed a comprehensive philosophical
and conceptual base for discussing the state of the profession from many perspectives” (p. 168).
Scott revealed that “this paper has, I believe, helped me to mature in my search for a professional
identity as a home economist .... I now have new (and perhaps) more important questions” (p.
174). Rideout similarly commented that “upon reading the paper, ... I discovered simulating and
exciting new meaning to the term home economics” (p. 210). Bivens said, “the American Home
Economics Association and the Home Economics Defined Committee are to be congratulated for
the intellectual stretching they have brought about” (p. 155). Rankin referred to their work as “the
thoughtfully excellent Brown-Paolucci paper” (p. 203). That being said, some reactors praised the
contribution but simultaneously struggled with it, rejected it, resented it, tendered their own
definition, or denied there even was a definition. 
Subtheme 1: Supportive but Struggling

East’s first sentence was “The Brown-Paolucci paper is stunning ... this paper deserves
wide, serious consideration” (p. 136). Her last sentence was “I thank them for their ‘orderly and
persistent’ attempt to encourage dialogue within the profession. They have challenged us to think
critically, to challenge them in return. I congratulate them for succeeding so well” (p. 142). But –
between these bookend statements, she shared considerable discontent (to be discussed) making
the previous statements suspiciously sarcastic. In fact, East said “I was not prepared to find
myself so unable to find meaning here [making the paper] stunning in another way ... it needs
translation” (p. 136) intimating they were speaking a foreign language.

Cooke suggested that “Marjorie Brown and Beatrice Paolucci have stirred up a bee’s nest
[with their failure to] state what we are about in no uncertain terms” (p. 162). She lamented that
“I ... still question what the authors feel they have clearly stated.... In their use of the words
[practical and reasoning] the ordinary language understanding is lost to me” (p. 160). Cooke also
struggled with Brown and Paolucci’s decision to draw on philosophers to change the meaning of
familiar words saying the parts she liked the best eschewed philosophy and were instead
“passages [that] are relatively brief, to the point and very sound” (p. 158).
Subtheme 2: Rejected the Definition

Other reactors did not like Brown and Paolucci’s approach or message at all, especially
East. She disagreed with many of their key premises including that (a) “home economists have
been trained to be professionals” (p. 137), (b) people would even think to “turn to a home
economist ... to reach their highest aspirations” (p. 137), (c) members of the profession should
accomplish the mission by taking time away from human development to focus on social change
(p. 138) and (d) the profession should “set out on a mission and to persuade people that we are
professionally qualified to show them how to re-design society” (p. 140). East repeated the
mantra, this “cannot, could not and should not be done” (p. 140). Spitze also questioned their
decision to frame home economics as a profession that persuades society that our services are
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beneficial. She wondered “perhaps [their] idea was very different and if so they can explain it to
us” (p. 198). Brown and Paolucci attended the meeting where Spitze made this comment.

Magrabi did not like Brown and Paolucci’s definition either characterizing it as “a limited
perspective from which to approach the task of defining home economics” (p. 145). She faulted
them for positioning home economics as mission oriented (as did East). Magrabi claimed that by
“positioning [the profession as mission oriented], home economics gains some strategic
advantages and loses or is in a weaker position on others” (p. 145). She then took issue with
particular elements of their proposed mission statement (see discussion herein about new lines of
thought). Clapp concurred, saying that “if we accept [their mission statement] then I think we are
indeed limiting our thinking and narrowing the scope of home economics” (p. 164). Rideout felt
“there is value in limiting the arena in which one will work, for it is easier to be precise in focus.
But there is the danger that, in being too specific, the significant may be overlooked” (p. 213).

Magrabi even challenged the assumption that home economics should “become a single,
unified profession” (p. 148) augmenting her argument with the longstanding specialization-
generalization rhetoric (as did Clapp at p.167). Magrabi further questioned whether it is ethical to
frame home economics as unique “among other fields or professions [asking] what shall be the
uniqueness?” (p. 149). Similarly, Bivens had issues with “the relationship of home economics to
other professions ... and ways in which it is differentiated. The practical problem orientation ...
may carry us along this road ... but we may need more [to make us unique]” (p. 156). As an
outlier, Cooke agreed with them and affirmed home economics is unique by drawing on a
definition tendered by the consortium of the California State Universities and Colleges System.
“‘The uniqueness of Home Economics as a profession is that it is concerned with ...’” (p. 161).
Subtheme 3: Resented the Definition

Clapp ardently said, “I think I resent someone [else] trying to define home economics.... I
cannot accept the tenet that we should not determine the scope of home economics by surveying
the practitioners in the field” (p. 163). Brown and Paolucci had eschewed this approach opting
instead for “a thorough philosophical analysis to provide a definition” (1979, p. v). Clapp was
indignant about “being asked to ... react to a definition of the field” (p. 163). In defiance to
Brown and Paolucci’s dismissal of dictionary definitions, Clapp mockingly (sarcastically)
tendered the dictionary definition of ‘to define’ and ‘definition.’ And then she, in effect,
dismissed their definition. “I ask that we reapproach our definitions of home economics and
profession and ask that we broaden the scope of our inquiry” (p. 166). 
Subtheme 4: Tendered Alternative Definitions

Some reactors were so off put by Brown and Paolucci’s proposed definition of home
economics that they offered alternative definitions. In her response, Bubolz gave reactors
permission to do just that but with a caveat, “If we do not agree with their propositions regarding
social need and mission, we can, through dialectical discourse [emphasis added], propose
another need and mission” (p. 178). Ranting against it will get us nowhere.

Undeterred, Cooke said she preferred the 1978 International Federation for Home
Economics (IFHE) council meeting’s simpler definition of home economics to Brown and
Paolucci’s convoluted, philosophical one. She commented that although defining home
economics “was deemed a difficult task ... agreement was reached ... [among] the 28 countries
represented [at the 1978 IFHE meeting]” (p. 161). In the context of her remarks, Cooke clearly
alluded to the unlikeliness of agreement on Brown and Paolucci’s definition. Clapp commented
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directly to this issue, “An impasse can also be seen if you ask those of our profession to define its
scope” (p. 164).

East also proposed a new definition of home economics, exclaiming that it “is simple. It is
a ‘glib’ one sentence” (p. 141), which Brown and Paolucci had advised against. East proposed
that “home economics is that field of study and that profession which applies rational thought to
home life for improving that matrix for human development” (p. 141). Things develop and form
within a matrix, which is Latin mater, ‘mother, womb’ (Harper, 2022). By matrix, East meant
home as “the molding force for individual development” (p. 141).

As part of her own definition, East radically suggested that nothing about home or family
is intrinsically important; rather, both are a means to human development that can be nurtured so
people can “think rationally, with power, richness, and clarity” (p. 141). In effect, she proposed
that home economics does its work through home and family, which serve as a means to an end,
a matrix within which things can develop. To that end (pun intended), she said, home economics
is “focused on the home in order to improve humanity” (p. 141). Bubolz similarly “believe[d]
that the conditions of human existence can provide a starting base for a valid source of values
regarding the kind of social character and society desired” (p. 181). Bubolz believed that home
economics starts from the problems being experienced by humans not from the stance of a
specific discipline (p. 183).

Spitze also created her own definition of home economics viewing it as “that field of
study and that profession which draws [sic] upon physical, biological, and social sciences and the
arts for knowledge to serve families (1) as the nurturant societal unit for individuals and (2) as
one force to help direct the society” (p. 201). She admitted that her definition had close parallels
with both Brown and Paolucci’s mission statement (see p. 23) and East’s definition (see p. 141).
Spitze tendered her tentative definition after “summariz[ing] some of the ‘meat’ of the paper in
my own simple language” (p. 195), which is another insinuation that the message was not
accessible. 

From another stance, Hilton said that “since we are asked so often what home economics
is, I have maintained a folder of definitions” (p. 239) including the (a) 1902 fourth Lake Placid
Conference definition, (b) 1959 AHEA New Directions I definition, (c) 1985 Food and
Agriculture Organization (FAO) Quebec Decennial definition and (d) “many others in that
folder” (p. 239). She then said Brown and Paolucci’s definition was very different from those in
the folder because it was arrived at “through philosophical analysis” (p. 239). She struggled with
their approach saying, “it takes several readings to begin to comprehend the ideas presented” (p.
238) compared to the more accessible one-paragraph or bulleted definitions in her folder.
Subtheme 5: Denied Existence of Any Definition 

Finally, repeating hearsay, Bubolz said that some forum participants lamented “‘but there
is no definition here. Home economics hasn’t been defined in this paper’” (p. 177). Upon
reflection, she deduced that people were assuming that the term definition means a brief
explanation. But “much, much more is going on than defining terms or words” (p. 177). Bubolz
understood the term definition to “come from the same roots as FINITE – having bound[aries]
and limits” (p. 177). She applauded Brown and Paolucci for setting boundaries around
“assumptions, underlying values, aims and mission, modes of inquiry, essential or fundamental
concepts, kinds of knowledge, and relationship to other fields and professions” (p. 177). She felt
that they really did provide a solid foundation for future work on the definition. Clapp agreed that
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“the concept of setting boundaries and describing the profession is a healthy one” (p. 164). 
Theme 2: Merit of AHEA’s Definitional Exercise

As a second theme, some reactors addressed the issue of whether it was timely and
necessary to define home economics (late seventies) with most appreciating the merit of the
exercise. Bubolz explained that “movements of the last few decades concerning name, focus, and
direction indicate some uncertainty which has prompted this definition and discourse” (p. 176).
Magrabi supported AHEA’s efforts to “strive for a renewed definition of home economics” (p.
149). She believed that Brown and Paolucci’s “expressed mission will clearly be crucial in
determining the character of the profession or field” (p. 147). With previous personal
involvement with definitions, future directions, and mission statements, Rideout was convinced
of its merit, claiming that “if the Brown-Paolucci paper had been available prior to many of those
AHEA quests, our task would have been greatly simplified, and the results strengthened” (p.
201).

Intimating its merit, Magrabi urged the national forum attendees to “consider [what] has
been presented and indicate the future course home economics will take” (p. 150). Note that she
chose the modal verb will take as opposed to Brown and Paolucci’s normative stance of should
take. Will connotes certainty rather than obligation (McGregor, 2016, 2018). Magrabi’s modal
verb choice reflected her expressed concern for the implied threat to the balance between being
philosophical and being pragmatic. Home economists “should consider practical as well as
philosophical implications [of the definition] for the field” (p. 149). With a likeminded concern,
Rankin instead privileged just the philosophical. “Both the philosophical statements and the
action programs were right . . . [but] a discipline of learning must have roots which can be
defined philosophically” (pp. 204–205).

Although Crabtree felt that “the authors did an outstanding job of outlining the
importance of ‘rekindling’ the search for defining home economics at this time” (p. 126), a
minority of responders questioned the merit of the entire definition exercise. Cooke queried, “is it
important to probe as to why a definition is needed at this time” (p. 161). Has something changed
to make this necessary? Ezell saw the merit in coming up with a definition but was concerned
about their heavy focus on defining the profession to the exclusion of the issue of power. She was
convinced that without the power to actually exert our influence as a discipline and profession,
any definition is wasted on us and others. 
Themes 3 and 4: Document’s Accessibility, Profession’s Readiness to Embrace the Ideas 
Subtheme 1: Document Not Ready for Consumption

Cooke’s reaction speaks volumes to reactors’ general thoughts about the document’s
accessibility and people’s readiness to embrace and take up these ideas: 

A statement of mission and a statement of definition needs to be presented in a
form readily understood by all of those in the field, easily interpreted [explained]
to those in other disciplines, and be universal in nature. As the document now
stands, it certainly is not for consumption for the majority of home economists nor
others interested in the field. (p. 161)
Magrabi concurred. “It is not a statement which we will ultimately adopt as a

representation of home economics” (p. 145). She said, “the Brown-Paolucci paper is ... not where
... the field of home economics is” (p. 143). Clapp felt that their work “is one approach ... a very
scholarly one to be sure ... but a complete definition it is not.... [People should not] accept is as
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gospel” (p. 166). Others agreed that the work was scholarly. Ezell said, “in all honesty, the
discussion of re-definition of our field is a scholarly endeavor” (p. 169) intimating it involved
academic learning and research; it was more than navel gazing. Spitze agreed that the work was
“helpful, perceptive, scholarly” (p. 195). 
Subtheme 2: Too Lengthy and Not Plain Language

Cooke lamented that “there is so much valuable material within this document [but] the
length of the paper was a barrier to exciting reading” (p. 159). Spitze said, “I do not find it easy
reading even though in my doctoral study I probably had more than the usual number of courses
in philosophy” (p. 195). Disagreeing with Brown and Paolucci’s conviction that a short and pithy
definition is not advisable, and that home economists are prone to superficiality, Hilton said, “I
would argue that a brief statement is not necessarily superficial [if] a longer document ... leads
naturally to the simple and shorter statement” (p. 238). Like mindedly, Crabtree felt that the
profession would be more inclined to use the definition only “if we can clearly, in a few words
and with appropriate examples, describe the meaning of home economics profession to others”
(p. 127). 
Subtheme 3: Concepts Not Operationalized

Crabtree thought the proposed mission was “appropriate for a statement within the
profession [and then cautioned] but it must now be operationalized” (p. 132). Rideout concurred,
suggesting that all would be a waste of time “if we do not ... operationalize the concepts” (p.
214). Crabtree continued, “much work is yet to be done ... to move this statement of mission
toward a meaningful statement” (p. 133). Cooke similarly felt that “there is a need for a great deal
of translation, interpretation, and explanation before use can be made of this definition” (p. 159).
She said, the definition “needs to be presented in a form easily understood by those in the field ...
and interpreted to ... others” (p. 161).
Subtheme 4: Asking Too Much with the Metascience Idea

Bivens believed that home economists were not ready to embrace the definition (i.e.,
mission, three metascientific perspectives, and three conceptual frameworks) because Brown and
Paolucci failed to “recognize [that] the need to draw upon more than one theoretical approach
and [asking home economists] to admit to more than a positivistic approach is likely to be very
difficult” (p. 157). “Mov[ing] away from a positivistic, scientific approach ... complicates our
lives as professionals” (p. 155). He doubted that “we are willing to endure the pain of doing it”
(p. 157). Bivens further questioned the profession’s confidence to “deal with delicate matters
[with controversial and uncertain outcomes] or skate on thin ice and dig into ... moral and ethical
[dilemmas]” (p. 157). And he doubted whether “we [have] internalized the significance [of
Brown and Paolucci’s expectation that we] emphasize ... the humanitarian-aesthetic [of the
home]” (p. 156). 
Subtheme 5: Philosophical Ineptness Precludes Adoption

Several reactors intimated that they felt inadequate to the philosophical task in front of
them. Clapp candidly commented that “some of us are paranoid because we do not understand
the language of philosophers and feel inadequate in discussions carried on at the level of this
one” (p. 167). She admitted that her textile science background “do[es] not make me comfortable
with the [philosophically based] words and thought processes used by Brown and Paolucci” (p.
166). Rankin echoed a similar concern. “There are some among home economists ... who are not
comfortable with a philosophical approach” (p. 204). 
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In short, Bivens, Clapp, and Rankin were concerned about the profession’s readiness to
embrace a philosophically based definition when people wanted a boots-on-the-ground definition.
In contrast, Bubolz minimized any worry over philosophy by explaining that “philosophy does
not give us knowledge [but] wisdom” (p. 184). She explained that wisdom (awareness,
experience, judgement) will take us further than just the metascientific knowledge perspectives.
Philosophy is simply a love of knowledge and wisdom (Harper, 2022), which Bubolz believed
was not a threatening sentiment. Instead of worrying about engaging with philosophy to embrace
Brown and Paolucci’s definition, we should focus on becoming wiser, which could happen if we
approached their work with an open mind. 
Subtheme 6: Too Americentric

From a different perspective on peer readiness and uptake, Baker wondered whether the
Americentric mission, three metascientific perspectives, and three conceptual frameworks “will
still ring true when the social context is a third world or developing country.... Will the central
concepts which [sic] Brown and Paolucci have proposed be acceptable in other societies/
cultures?” (pp. 152–153). She wondered how international practitioners’ basic assumptions,
practical problems, subproblems, their ordering of knowledge, and their research foci would
resonate with the Brown-Paolucci statement. Would it be perceived as valid and operational?
Baker remained convinced that Americentricness would affect readiness of uptake abroad. This
may be an unfair criticism because AHEA commissioned the definition for American home
economics practitioners.
Theme 5: Agreement on Certain Definitional Elements 

Many reactors identified aspects of the definition that resonated strongly with them.
Crabtree said, “I have no reason to disagree with the approach Brown and Paolucci propose
[because] over the years many home economists [have been] approaching the mission, definition
of, and practices in home economics in a similar manner” (p. 133). East said, “I agree with most
of what the paper says” (p. 136). Spitze “agree[d] that it is important for us to define home
economics for the reasons Brown and Paolucci suggested” (p. 196). “When I came upon their
statement of the mission of home economics, I liked [its] focus on families” (p. 199).
Subtheme 1: Future Orientation

Crabtree “support[ed] [their] point of view that as we develop a knowledge base in home
economics it becomes essential for the profession to develop a past and future orientation” (p.
133). Rideout also took up the issue of “the degree of emphasis on future orientation” (p. 147),
but she favoured an emphasis on past and present not future. Her observation that “the reasons
for a future orientation spelled out by Brown and Paolucci are cogent” (p. 147) could be
construed as passive-aggressive because a cogent argument can be proven wrong (Smith, 2010),
thereby intimating they were wrong to focus on the future.
Subtheme 2: Practical Problems

Scott “particularly liked the idea of requiring that our field, the profession, and what we
do be morally and intellectually defensible” (p. 175). She also agreed with the premise that, “a
practical problem is a value question [meaning] home economists must be concerned with values
of home and family, values in larger society” (p. 175). Rankin likewise appreciated the reference
to practical saying she “was pleased to have the term practical science chosen by the authors to
describe home economics” (p. 205). Spitze thought their “definition of a practical problem as a
‘value question about what action to take’ is a reasonable one” (p. 198). That said, she may have
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hedged when she said, “I agree with what I understood the authors to be saying [about] values”
(p. 199) intimating that Brown and Paolucci’s message was unclear. 
Subtheme 3: Metascience

Rankin “was interested and cheered to find Drs. Brown and Paolucci discussing their
metascientific perspectives” (p. 205). Bubolz said that “one of the most exciting and essential
steps in defining home economics is ... the continuous examination of practice problems in
relation to the kinds of knowledge from all of the metascientific perspectives they have outlined”
(p. 182). That said, they are but two of few reactors who explicitly took up the idea of
metascience. Spitze alluded to it when she said that their dismissal of science as the only valid
way of knowing and creating knowledge “helped me further my understanding of other kinds [of
knowledge]” (p. 199) (i.e., interpretive, and critical). As an outlier, Bivens doubted “if we are
willing to endure the pain of [learning] it” (p. 157). 
Subtheme 4: Conceptual Frameworks

Crabtree was alone in her agreement with their three conceptual frameworks: “(1) the
family as an active agent of transformation . . . (2) the organization of knowledge in home
economics around practical problems . . . and (3) the process of practical reasoning ... provide an
excellent basis for further development of the definition” (p. 133). She then cautioned that more
meaningful work needs to be done to develop the relationship between conceptual frameworks
one and two (i.e., transformational agents and practical problems). One reactor’s position on this
aspect of the definition is judged sufficient for a subtheme because of its rigor and forcefulness
(Owen, 1984).
Subtheme 5: Self-formation and Transformation

Scott agreed with Brown and Paolucci that we need to help “families to be nurturing
environments for the formation of the self and transformation of society” (p. 175), in effect
affirming East’s “matrix” concept (p. 141). Spitze agreed with Brown and Paolucci that “families
should be able to influence the direction of society [and that] home economics should make
significant contributions to that effort” (p. 198). Bivens cautioned that home economists must
ethically recognize the externalities emergent when they succeed in helping families change and
transform. How will families’ empowered actions affect others inside and outside their home?
Clapp agreed that “we should be critically conscious of social forces affecting families” (p. 165)
and vice versa thereby validating another lynch pin of Brown and Paolucci’s approach.
Subtheme 6: Unity of Purpose and Specializations 

Crabtree concurred with Brown and Paolucci’s inclusion of the “necessity of
specialization within the profession [while making] it very clear that such specializations ... still
share a unity of purpose and the specific purpose of this specialization may differ but still
contribute to the ‘same social end or general mission of the profession’” (p. 130). She agreed that
“[unity of purpose] is an extremely important concept to incorporate into the definition and
conceptual framework for home economics” (p. 130). Spitze similarly opined that “we must have
a defined area of service to society, and our area specialists must contribute to this social end” (p.
196). Rideout presented a different perspective wondering instead if “specializations have
recognizable unity of purpose?” (p. 212).

Clapp “agree[d] with Brown and Paolucci, in theory, that we need to clarify the nature
and focus of problems appropriate to home economics that would distinguish it from other
occupational groups serving the family. Philosophically such a course sounds reasonable” (p.
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164). Ironically, while she agreed with setting boundaries around the profession, she also said, “I
do not think home economics can be defined in neat, orderly boundaries” (p. 166). Brown and
Paolucci had expressed a similar concern fearing their definition would “be an over-
simplification and ‘harden’ the categories” (1979, p. 52). 
Theme 6: Issues and Concerns around Certain Definitional Elements 

In their definition, “Brown and Paolucci questioned many assumptions held by the field”
(Vincenti, 1997, p. 319) thereby opening the door for initial push back. This resistance was
evident along several trajectories that are presented as six subthemes. 
Subtheme 1: Questionable Profession Status

Several reactors were actually not convinced that home economics is even a profession as
espoused by Brown and Paolucci (1979). Rideout said, “I question that we have arrived. I believe
we are in the process of becoming [a profession]” (p. 213). Magrabi asked the normative question
“should home economics become a single, unified profession [or remain] a collection of allied
professional specialities?” (p. 148). Spitze approached this issue from a different perspective by
maintaining that “occupations may have a degree of professionalism rather than being a
profession or not a profession” (p. 197). As an occupation, she felt home economics ranked
higher on some aspects of being a profession than others, but it is a profession because it “aims to
serve society” (p. 196). 

Bubolz accepted Brown and Paolucci’s assertion that home economics is a profession but
challenged us to engage in “enlightened participation ... in many social institutions ... not only in
and with the family itself” (p. 183), which is an institution as well. Families are affected by and
expected to change other social institutions with our help (e.g., the economy, the political system,
the labour market, the health care system). Thus, Bubolz believed that home economists must
know what is going on in these institutions, so we can strengthen the family institution.
Subtheme 2: Inaccessible Ideas 

Brown and Paolucci (1979) acknowledged their own struggle with how best to share their
ideas, appreciating that understanding their proposed definition “may tax [people’s] reasoning
powers” (p. 1). They then counselled that “we do not need to be professional philosophers to
philosophize; [we just need to ask] ‘What does it mean?’ and ‘How do you know?’” (p. 1). They
expected their peers to step up to the challenge, which did not happen across the board. Crabtree
felt their ideas were inaccessible because they were not clearly or sufficiently defined and
explained. Their “terminology and schematic model may have been different” (p. 133) especially
when it comes to explaining systems of action and human action (Crabtree).

To clarify, Brown and Paolucci (1979) explained that their new newly constructed term
(neologism) systems of action (pp. 20–23) was inspired by their interpretation of Arendt’s (1958)
human condition and Habermas’s (1973) communication theory. Systems of action refers to
thinking three ways about a situation before taking any action (i.e., cope –get by; adapt – talk,
understand, and move through; and empower – liberate and change things). 

Put another way, systems of action refers to (a) rational thought for purposive action
(technical); (b) engaging with social norms, rules, values, symbols, and thought patterns to
discern underlying meaning (symbolic interaction); and (c) critical thinking and reflection on
social forces leading to self-empowerment, which can lead to liberation and emancipation of self
and others from those forces. This type of reasoned action entails mindful intellectual activity
that integrates thought and action instead of mindless (routine, habitual) intellectual activity that
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separates thought and action (Brown & Paolucci, 1979). 
Furthermore, for Arendt (1958), human action did not mean initiating behaviour or taking

physical action. It referred instead to what people do that gives meaning to their lives. Human
action is thus experienced through interactions with others in webs of relationships through
communication, discourse, dialogue, discussion, persuasion, and meaning making. Human action
happens in the public sphere in the realm of human affairs and strives for solidarity, identity, and
plurality (Arendt, 1958; McGregor, 2010). Crabtree’s critique of their inaccessible ideas suggests
she was reacting to Brown and Paolucci’s use of common words in an unfamiliar philosophical
context. Cooke also said, “the ordinary language understanding is lost to me” (p. 160).
Subtheme 3: Profession’s Readiness for Proposed Mission

Bivens was “very much attracted to the idea of creating the future [that] Brown and
Paolucci suggested” (p. 156), but East was strongly against it. Most significantly, East expressed
“major uneasiness around the [idea] that we are to lead families to reform society [with her
claiming] that the public will not, and would not, turn to a home economist [to] lead anyone
toward a ‘critique and formulation of social goals’” (pp. 137–138). In a nutshell, East believed
home economists were not sufficiently trained to do so, and Brown and Paolucci were wrong to
suggest so.
Subtheme 4: Against Normative Stance

East also harshly described their approach as one of an “intentionally adopted re-
designing mode ... talking about the shoulds and oughts” (p. 138). She agreed that “we have a
ready-made opportunity to use people’s practical problems as a means to help achieve more
careful thought, higher levels of awareness and deeper commitment to the common good. But I
don’t believe we take that opportunity” (p. 138). To expect us to do so is asking too much. We
cannot “change ourselves in such a major way” (p. 138). 

Hilton took up this issue as well saying, “I have a little trouble with that word ‘ought’
[and recommend instead] ‘strives’ since to me this implies an agreed upon goal [instead of] an
authority figure [imposing their ideas]” (p. 238). Rankin commented on the oughts and should
tone of their approach as well but from a more positive stance. “It seems to me that this definition
must be one of centrality of central ought [which acts] like a compass [to help people] find their
way” (p. 208).
Subtheme 5: Questioned Underlying Assumptions

Like East, Magrabi disagreed with several of Brown and Paolucci’s fundamental
assumptions and decided to present “a useful representation of home economics” (p. 143)
intimating that Brown-Paolucci’s statement was not useful. Magrabi clarified that her
“disagreement [with their definition arose] from sources very deep in my professional self-
concent [sic] and understanding” (p. 143). In other words, their definition did not resonate with
her self-concept on the philosophical level. Indeed, most issues that she identified as problematic
(pp. 145–149) were pragmatic in nature and self-admittedly framed from her perspective as a
government employee. 

Brown and Paolucci (1979) envisioned home economists helping individuals and families
build and maintain systems of action to address self-identified practical perennial problems. In
push-back mode, Magrabi queried whether they had sufficiently acknowledged that “many people
are incapable of conceptualizing or formulating their own problems” (p. 148). In her opinion,
failure to recognize this limitation set home economics up for being unable to accomplish the
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proposed mission set out at page 23; in effect, Magrabi felt Brown and Paolucci had inadvertently
built in failure. 

From a related perspective, East said, “I reject this ‘change society’ portion of the mission
[because] I cannot accept the premise that our social character is as warped as suggested” (p.
138). Bubolz expressed the same caveat – things were not as bad as presented. “I do not agree
with their propositions regarding social need and [our] mission” (p. 178). East strongly felt there
is good in our society claiming that to suggest otherwise is misleading and irresponsible. She
reproached them for “setting up a straw man. A useful rhetorical trick” (p. 139). In logical
fallacies, building a strawman refers to misrepresenting someone else’s argument to make it
weaker and easier to dismiss (Bennett, 2015). East’s philosophical charge undermines Brown and
Paolucci’s entire treatise because imperfection in the capitalistic, industrialized society (i.e., the
straw man) was a lynch pin of their philosophical definition.
Subtheme 6: Misleading 

Finally, Hilton said that a more meaningful title for their document would be “‘A
Philosophical Approach to Defining Home Economics’” (p. 238). Cooke strongly agreed with
this sentiment, asserting that “a great portion of the paper tells the reader how to go about the
definition-making process rather than providing an operational, that is a usable, testable,
concertizable model of home economics” (p. 161). 
Theme 7: New Lines of Thought

In many instances, the reactors’ critique (detailed analysis) and criticism (find faults) of
the document involved constructive suggestions for new lines of thought and new concepts. To
illustrate, Spitze found “their discussion of what knowledge is appropriate for home economics
very stimulating and their selection of its ‘central concepts’ interesting ... I agree that they are
central” (p. 199). Conversely, Clapp said, “if Dr. Brown will allow us to vote, may I ask that we
vote to add other concepts to this [definition]?” (p. 167). In that spirit, many ideas for future
definitional initiatives were tendered and are presented herein as 14 subthemes.
Subtheme 1: Clarify Our Uniqueness 

Concerned with what direction home economics will take (not should take), Magrabi
suggested several new lines of thought and additional concepts related to our uniqueness
including (a) what social needs will home economists actually address or ignore relative to those
prescribed by Brown and Paolucci; (b) which specialized content areas will be included,
excluded, and substantially changed; and (c) what “shall be the uniqueness of home economics”
(p. 149), so that it does not overlap with other disciplines?
Subtheme 2: Operationalize Concepts, Clarify Assumptions 

Spitze said that their focus on home “all makes good sense to me, and I agree with them
that when the home fails, it is difficult or impossible to overcome that failure elsewhere” (p. 199).
Bubolz said, it was “exceedingly important that home and family are both used in the definition
of home economics, not home alone or family alone” (p. 179). In contrast, Cooke charged them
with building their definition on “static assumptions and tak[ing] fundamental concepts ...
basically for granted” (p. 161) especially home, family, and economics. Cooke further questioned
whether Brown and Paolucci were correct in conceiving “‘home’ as distinct from ‘family’” (p.
160). That said, she conceded that they might have been right to separate the two concepts
because “‘home’ [is] subject to an individual’s interpretation” (p. 160) intimating family is not.

Cooke further judged the paper as philosophically lacking because “many important
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statements of value [were] left unexamined, i.e., ‘autonomy,’ ‘responsibility,’ ‘maturity,’
‘emancipative action,’ ‘self-determination,’ and thus give question to a philosophical basis” (p.
160). By characterizing them as “important statements of value” (p. 160) however, Cooke
implied support for their inclusion further evidenced by her urging that they be defined and
operationalized instead of left as self-evident, implicit, and tacit. 
Subtheme 3: Place Higher Value on Integration

Crabtree urged those going forward to pay special attention to the unifying concept of
integration, “which we have difficulty grasping” (p. 130). Cooke also suggested addressing the
integration concept “in some way as we rekindle the search for defining home economics” (p.
160). She also said that, in the spirit of “the integrative features of the field [w]e must weave our
profession into the fabric of society” (p. 162). Not everyone thought integration was problematic.
Ezell referred to “the unique contributions [of] our integrative profession” (p. 171). Bubolz
observed that home economics “integrates and synthesizes [disciplinary] knowledge ... so new ...
knowledge can be created” (p. 182).
Subtheme 4: Include Family Ecosystem

Brown and Paolucci’s omission of the ecosystem perspective did not go unnoticed as
partially evident by the afore concern about the significance of integration. More pointedly,
Crabtree strongly advised that “the family ecosystem perspective must be incorporated in the
definition and practice of home economics” (p. 132). Future work “should reflect emphasis on
the family-environment perspective which encompasses the political, social, economic, physical,
and aesthetic dimensions [of the home]” (p. 131). Conversely, Rideout questioned using the
ecosystem approach wondering instead if the definition and our practice should “focus only on
interaction that occurs in a specific setting, the home, without noting the necessary interaction
between the family and the exterior world?” (p. 213). 
Subtheme 5: Transformation and Change

Crabtree felt that “we must aggressively interpret the meaning of home economics
[,which] requires us to be socially sensitive and politically active” (p. 128). We should then use
this interpretation to convince others of our merit, and that we are deserving of their support. Put
simply, we must become very adept at explaining what home economics is about and elucidate its
value to social institutions. “The meaning of home economics is significant!” (p. 131). To
advance this cause, Crabtree then recommended teasing out the relationship between practical
problems and families as change agents as a way to “further defin[e] the meaning of home
economics” (p. 134).

When conceptualizing a new definition of the profession, Brown and Paolucci (1979) had
envisioned families as agents of transformation and change. Agreeing with their premise that
home economists should help families transition to transformation, Bivens offered a gyroscope
analogy. Gyroscopes help provide stability and maintain a fixed orientation thus making this a
useful analogy for instilling the role of facilitating transformation. Home economists would “get
the gyro going [by turning on the] master switch for ... power transformation, [and individuals
and families would find] self-momentum [and] keep going without [further need of home
economists]” (p. 155). Rideout disagreed somewhat, claiming that “the issue for home
economists in its starkest terms is whether their services should be directed entirely toward
transformation of individuals and families into what they might become or [focus on making]
their present situations more pleasant, productive, and rewarding” (p. 147).
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Subtheme 6: Focus on Desired State Instead of Mission
Rideout wondered about the merit of developing a mission statement of home economics

“in terms of problems to be addressed [calling this] impossible” (p. 147). Instead of a mission,
she recommended that future definitional efforts should focus on “a satisfactory description of [a]
desired state” (p. 147) to which families could aspire. From a stance of “it must be easy to
communicate” (p. 147), she wanted home economists to work with people to help them arrive at
a state where they wanted to be (valued ends) instead of home economists targeting the problems
families are facing now (given ends), although “it might be difficult to ignore present suffering”
(p. 147). To be fair, Rideout might have missed the point because Brown and Paolucci (1979) did
acknowledge that not achieving a desired state of affairs negated the profession’s overall mission
of using practical reasoning to address practical problems (see pp. 56–57).
Subtheme 7: Acknowledge Profession’s Power Base 

Ezell recommended power rather than definition or philosophy as the appropriate
concern. “I see power, not re-definition, as the key to survival” (p. 168). Her deep worry was
“how does our definition compliment and expand the [home economics] power base
professionally and strategically?” (p. 169). Without the exploration of power and home
economics, any definition would be less than useful. Ezell envisioned this happening by more
fully exploring “the arguments for a practical science vs. a human science approach” (p. 171).
Rideout advocated for such clarification as well asking, “are we a practical science or an
integration of practical sciences, whose primary focus is the family?” (p. 213).
Subtheme 8: Focus on Home for Good of Humanity 

East tendered a provocative line of inquiry by suggesting that home economics is
“focused on the home in order to improve humanity” (p. 141). She urged home economists to
view the profession as one that has “the ultimate goal [of making] life successfully better for each
following generation – the time-binding principle” (p. 141). By applying rational thought to home
life so that the conditions of humanity are improved, home economics would have “a definition
which is not essentially different from the Ellen Richard’s statement I have just quoted [about
nurturing the human mind in the home], nor is it different from the definition which Brown and
Paolucci come to. It is simple. [Theirs is not]” (p. 141). 
Subtheme 9: Subversive Imperative

Baker characterized Brown and Paolucci’s paper “as downright subversive . . . insofar as
research and graduate student socialization are concerned” (p. 152). Although she did not define
it, subversive means seeking to intentionally undermine the power and authority of an established
system or institution (Anderson, 2014). Baker described their contribution as “a total view of
home economics as a practical discipline with a specialized mission, problem orientation, and
particular theory of knowledge” (p. 152). She felt their vision was different enough to upset the
status quo within the academy where students are socialized into the profession. 

Bivens also used the word subvert when discussing home economics’ relationship with
other professions asserting that Brown and Paolucci had discussed home economics and other
disciplines but not other professions. To implement their definition while clearly demonstrating
how home economics is different and unique, he said we might have to “infiltrate other
professions [in order] to supplement and complement [their family-related] services” (p. 156).
This would require exploring their curricula and comparing it to ours, a recommended line of
inquiry. He suggested we “assume a statesmanlike stance” (p. 157) as we subversively delineate
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the profession’s parameters relative to other professions. A statesman exhibits great wisdom and
ability when dealing with important and sensitive issues (Anderson, 2014). Recommending that
we become statesmen implies that we are not right now.

Like mindedly, Bubolz suggested that, although “one could perhaps accuse [Brown and
Paolucci] of suggesting that home economics should be a subversive activity, that it should seek
to overthrow the established order” (p. 178), the accuser would be wrong. Bubolz was convinced
that Brown and Paolucci were not advocating for “revolution [as] the mode of action ... it is
instead to be reason, cooperative, clear, undistorted communication and discourse which are to be
used, and the system to be changed from within” (pp. 178–179). 
Subtheme 10: Valued Ends and Practical Reasoning

Murphy expressed her intent to “carry some of the ideas in the Brown and Paolucci paper
further by using some of the same [practical reasoning] processes” (p. 187). She especially
favoured the concept of a valued end expanding on what it means, its characteristics, what it
means in practice, and what its acceptance means for the preparation of professionals (see pp.
187–192). She was particularly interested in the idea that the overall valued end of the new
mission was the “development of self-forming persons” (p. 187). She supported using the
practical reasoning process to further develop the definition because “it results in a judgement of
what to do, a conclusion by reasoning” (p. 193). Murphy believed that embracing their definition
would expand home economics so it included “context, the human condition, various possible
acts (means), and their consequences [which will require] increased emphasis on processes of
learning and thinking” (p. 192).
Subtheme 11: Strengthen Families

Bubolz suggested that home economists are charged with helping people cultivate and
strengthen their “capacity to use reason [with] the ability to be empathetic. [To do this] we need
reason informed by compassion and compassion tempered by reason” (p. 182). Thus, future
definitional initiatives “must include the arts and humanities as well as the sciences” (p. 182)
given that Brown and Paolucci had presented only a metascience perspective. Bubolz said,
“insights and sensibilities [informed by the arts and humanities will better help people] decide
what to do [when confronted with the] practical, persistent problems of the family” (p. 182). 

Bubolz also intimated that future definitional work must appreciate that families need to
be strengthened along several fronts, so they can address their “problems as a totality” (p. 183).
Families, and by association home economists, must be able to deal with “interpersonal
relationships and communications along with ... managerial, monetary and other resource
problems ... and the relationship between family and work [as well as] family problems” (p. 183). 
Subtheme 12: Transdisciplinarity

By way of background, invited philosopher Kockelmans picked up on the quandary of
whether “Home Economics [is] A Science, A Discipline, or an Interdiscipline?” (1979, p. 108).
He ultimately characterized the profession as crossdisciplinary, which for him meant multiple
disciplines working on a problem “without ... any attempts being made to integrate the disciplines
themselves... [Instead] they just integrate the scientific knowledge that immediately pertains to
the problem at hand” (p. 114). He asserted that transdisciplinarity is an “all-encompassing
theoretical framework that is to be taken as the basis for all ... research [and problem solving]. ...
[This framework arises from] the unity of our world views” (p. 114). 

Kockelmans went on to propose that transdisciplinarity would bring the normative stance
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(i.e., should and ought) that Brown and Paolucci had recommended. Bubolz was alone in her
reference to the potential of “trans-disciplinarity [as] something to be, no doubt, discussed and
clarified” (p. 182). Her comment likely arose after reading Kockelmans’ (1979) invited
commentary, as there is no direct mention of transdisciplinarity in their work. Bubolz deduced
that “I think [transdisciplinarity] is the way Brown and Paolucci are suggesting” (p. 183).
Subtheme 13: Hegelian Dialectic

On a final note, arising from Brown and Paolucci’s persistent call for discourse and
reasoning, Bubolz recommended that future work on the definition should “use the method of
Hegelian dialectic” (p. 177) involving thesis, antithesis, and synthesis. Using this reasoning
process would let members of the profession “arrive at ... shared meaning of the definition of
home economics which we ourselves actively create, rather than simply receive [from Brown and
Paolucci]” (p. 177). Bubolz provided a compelling overview of what they were asking of the
profession. They had set “a high goal, one which requires sustained, highly disciplined thought
and reasoning, coupled with ability to take risks which requires a considerable degree of self-
confidence and security, as well as a broad and deep level of knowledge. This is not a quick and
easy or instant process” (p. 184).
Summary

The research question guiding this inquiry focused on what can be learned from analyzing
reactors’ invited commentaries about Brown and Paolucci’s (1979) AHEA-commissioned
definition of home economics? They prepared a 62-page, philosophically dense definition replete
with a collection of new ideas (see Table 2). As a major conclusion, reactors’ commentaries were
judged just as valuable as the original definition offering historical insights with contemporary
resonance. Reactors were truly appreciative of Brown and Paolucci’s (1979) effort, but they did
not necessarily agree with the process, end result, or how it was communicated. 

To summarize, they wanted an operational definition not a philosophical one. They
wanted concepts defined and operationalized instead of taken for granted. They wanted
assumptions acknowledged and made transparent instead of undeclared and not accessible for
critique. They wanted something they could immediately use rather than having to critically
reflect. They resented being told preferring instead to be consulted. They wanted a message they
could easily internalize, so they could use it and communicate it to others.

Phase Two: Results and Discussion
While reactors’ respected Brown and Paolucci’s (1979) contribution to defining home

economics, they were not entirely receptive to the message or how it was conveyed. This is a
valuable insight prompting curiosity about whether any of these ideas were subsequently taken up
and embraced by the profession. Phase two of the study thus provides discussion points and
recommendations for future research and definitional initiatives gleaned from reflection on the
first responders’ reactions to an unexpected philosophical treatise instead of a concise,
operational definition. Results for phase two were discerned through a secondary analysis of the
thematic findings. 
Descriptive Statistical Analysis

The thematic analysis affirmed that the 15 reactors welcomed Brown and Paolucci’s
(1979) contribution to the movement to define home economics, but they also voiced real
concerns along several dimensions. To recap, they tendered readily discernible overall reactions
ranging from acceptance, rejection, resentment, and struggle to offering alternative definitions.
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They had clear (but divided) opinions on the (a) merit of the definition exercise; (b) accessibility
of the document; (c) profession’s readiness to embrace the ideas; and (d) the tacit and explicit
assumptions, concepts, and conceptualizations that shaped the Brown-Paolucci definition. 

A basic descriptive statistical analysis (see Figure 2) quantified the thematic findings. The
reactors (n=9, 60%) who commented on the merit of the exercise felt it was timely with two
exceptions. Some reactors (n=4, 27%) resistance was so strong that they were moved to tender
their own definition. Reported as hearsay, one reactor said some forum participants felt that no
definition had been proffered at all. Nearly half (47%, n=7) of the reactors agreed that the
document was not accessible and needed translation, so they could internalize it let alone
interpret (explain) it to others or operationalize it. Half (53%, n=8) identified aspects of the
definition that resonated with them. A nearly identical complement of reactors (n=7, 47%)
responded strongly to ideas that did not sit well with them with two people especially vociferous.
The latter’s concerns focused mainly on Brown and Paolucci’s (1979) underlying assumptions,
premises, and fundamental points undergirding their philosophical rather than operational
definition.

Figure 2 

Reactors’ Overall Sentiments Toward Brown and Paolucci’s 1979 Definition of Home
Economics (N=15) 

Inverting these statistics reveals that 40% of the reactors did not comment on the merit of
AHEA’s initiative to define home economics. Nearly three-quarters (73%) made no effort to
tender their own definition. Half of the reactors did not comment on the readability of the
document or the accessibility of ideas nor did they say concepts should be better defined and
operationalized. That said, nearly all (80%) reactors tendered ideas for augmentation and
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improvement to Brown and Paolucci’s (1979) definition.
This overall quantitative summary (in concert with rich qualitative data found in phase

one’s thematic analysis) affirms the philosophical, intellectual, and pragmatic value of analyzing
reactors’ commentaries and thoughts about Brown and Paolucci’s (1979) definition of home
economics. With respectful consideration of the reactors’ ideas, future definition architects can
gain deep insight into how to move forward. They are further aided by reactors’ suggestions for
new or extended lines of thinking about what should be included in a definition of home
economics and how that message should be prepared and communicated to the wider profession.
Reactors’ New Ideas or Extended Lines of Thought

Reactors’ positions on Brown and Paolucci’s (1979) definitional statement were mixed,
mostly favourable, with clear indications of how it could be improved. Indeed, a constructive
critique was a key characteristic of their commentaries – when faults or inadequacies were found
alternatives were constructively offered. Their attendant discourse contained a rich roster of new
lines of thinking about what should (could) be included in future definitions of home economics
(see Table 5) other than the elements in the formal definition (see Table 1 and findings from
phase one’s thematic analysis). Table 5 summarizes the ideas that the reactors commended to
architects of future definitional initiatives.

Table 5
Reactors’ Ideas for New (Or Extended) Lines of Thought and Concepts for Defining Home
Economics 

• ecosystem perspective

• transdisciplinarity

• human condition (Arendt’s 1958 theory)

• human action (Aristotle’s poïesis, theoria, praxis, and Arendt’s labour, work, action)

• practical science (wanted more translation to ensure uptake and ease of interpretation for others)

• Hegelian dialectics (thesis, antithesis, synthesis)

• desired state (instead of problems or a mission)

• valued ends instead of given ends

• further clarify social needs central to home economics (beyond those prescribed in the document)

• balance the focus on social needs with human development

• strengthen families so they can deal with totality of problems

• uniqueness of home economics relative to other disciplines and professions

• specializations relative to an overarching purpose (unity of purpose)

• integration 

• emancipative action

• autonomy and self-determination

• transformation and change agents

• distinguish between home and family

• address power and home economics’ influence 

• subversiveness 

• empathy to balance reason 

As a discussion point, the profession has subsequently dealt with some of the ideas in
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Table 5 as evident in our professional rhetoric: ecosystems, integration, transformation, social
needs, critical science, and alternative modes of inquiry (i.e., metascience) (e.g., Hultgren &
Coomer, 1989; Johnson & Fedje, 1999; McGregor, 2006; Nickols et al., 2009; Pendergast et al.,
2012; Smith et al., 2004; Vincenti & Smith, 2004). 

Several concepts in Table 5 have since been addressed by individual home economics and
FCS scholars but are not yet deeply entrenched in our collective psyche with some ideas more
established than others (not listed in any particular order): 
• the human condition (McGregor, 2010) 
• transdisciplinarity (Brown, 1993; Daniels, 1980; McGregor, 2011) 
• the Hegelian method (McGregor, 2018) 
• conceptualizing home and household (e.g., McGregor, 2016a)
• power and home economics (Pendergast & McGregor, 2007) 
• human action (Renwick, 2015; Tuomi-Gröhn & Palojokiy, 2000; Turkki, 2015; Yang,

2021) 
• the generalist/specialist dilemma (Harden & Spangler, 2019) 
• integration via holistic practice (McGregor, 2019b) and
• our uniqueness as a profession (Herrin, 1986; McGregor, 2019a; Renwick, 2016).

That said, a 43-year lapse for peer uptake of reactors’ ideas tendered in 1979 is a
protracted period of time – nearly half a century. These legitimate ideas should have been widely
adopted by now or rejected with justification and replaced with others that are more germane to
the times. But at least conversations were initiated as envisioned by Brown and Paolucci (1979)
who said, “the task has merely begun. Continuous critique, reflection and discourse within the
field are essential” (p. vi). They hoped they would “have help in clarifying and modifying [their
ideas]” (p. 52).
Subsequent Definitional Initiatives

A second discussion point is whether any related definitional initiatives have happened
since the release of Brown and Paolucci’s (1979) seminal report. This all started nearly 65 years
ago notably with AHEA’s earlier definition initiatives New Directions I and New Directions II
(respectively, AHEA, 1959; Bivens et al., 1975). AHEA has since changed its name to the
American Association of Family and Consumer Sciences (AAFCS) (Vincenti, 1997), which now
has a formalized definition of the profession (AAFCS, 2022) as well as a published body of
knowledge (BOK) (Nickols et al., 2009), which are two different professional enrichment
instruments. 

For clarification, a BOK is developed by (for) a professional association whereas a
definition can be developed by anyone (Hernandez, 2012). To define entails setting forth the
meaning of something by laying things out clearly and definitively. This process outlines the
boundaries or extent of something, so its meaning (essential qualities or nature) is easily
internalized and interpreted to others (“Define,” 2019). AAFCS (2022) currently uses a chart to
present its definition of the profession (to be discussed).

A more comprehensive BOK document contains narrative about the processes,
knowledge, and competencies deemed necessary by the association to practice in a particular
profession (Project Management Institute, 2019). It is the complete set of recurring elements that
make up a professional domain – the agreed-to principles, concepts, terms, and activities
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(Hernandez, 2012). It represents the “common intellectual ground shared by everyone in the
profession, regardless of specialities, sub-disciplines, or career paths” (McGregor, 2014b, p. 18).
Crabtree, a reactor, called this our “unity of purpose” (1979, p. 130).
AAFCS’ FCS Definition

As the verb to define implies (placing boundaries around something), AAFCS (2022)
presents its current definition of the profession within the boundaries of a chart displayed at its
website. In a cell labelled definition, FCS (people-centered sciences) is defined as a “field of
study focused on the science and the art of living and working well in our complex world.” This
definition is juxtaposed against three other cells comprising: (a) content areas (specializations
that are the profession’s “primary areas of focus”), (b) practice settings and (c) value (what the
profession brings to the world). 

Per the latter, FCS can “help people develop the essential knowledge and skills to lead
better lives, build strong families, be work and career ready, and make meaningful contributions
to our communities” (AAFCS, 2022). AAFCS (2022) framed the ideas in the chart as “key
messages” for members and those interested in how the profession defines itself. The BOK link
at the bottom of the definition chart takes readers to Nickols et al.’s (2009) academic paper.
AAFCS’ Body of Knowledge

AAFCS is the only home economics professional association in the world with an official
BOK (McGregor, 2014b). To facilitate its development, an AAFCS 1999 task force (formed 20
years after AHEA commissioned Brown and Paolucci) was charged with developing a forward-
looking framework for the renamed profession. Baugher et al. (2000) subsequently published the
first version claiming that “the Body of Knowledge for the discipline and profession was
identified more than twenty years ago” (p. 29). In all likelihood, this reference alluded to Brown
and Paolucci’s (1979) seminal work, which Baugher et al. did not cite. Several other iterations of
the BOK ensued with the current version released by Nickols et al. in 2009. Like Baugher et al.
(2000), Nickols et al. (2009) asserted that the profession has historically “discussed, often
debated, what should be included in the body of knowledge for the field” (p. 268) with direct
reference to Brown and Paolucci’s (1979) definition. 

There are similar organizational logics between Brown and Paolucci’s (1979)
philosophical definition and Nickols et al.’s (2009) BOK articulation. To illustrate, (a) both
present an analysis of contemporary social needs and spell out opportunities and challenges that
members might encounter when trying to practice in shifting terrains. (b) Both have a collection
of core elements. Brown and Paolucci (1979) had a mission statement in conjunction with three
metasciences, and three conceptual frameworks (see Table 1, used with permission). The BOK
has three overarching concepts (integrative elements, core concepts, and cross-cutting themes)
with basic human needs at the core (see Figure 3, used with permission) (Nickols et al., 2009). (c)
Both affirmed that their efforts must be continually refined and updated to keep them fresh and
relevant (e.g., subsequent work to that effect is at McGregor, 2014b). 
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Figure 3

Current Version of AAFCS’ Body of Knowledge (2009)© (used with permission)

A comparison of the reactors’ ideas (see Table 5) with the current BOK (Nickols et al.,
2009) revealed that several concepts have been taken up and are now evident to varying degrees:
integration, the role of specializations, the need for core elements, the ecosystem imperative, life
course (human) development, family strengths, autonomy and self-determination (capacity
building), and basic human needs. That said, AAFCS’ BOK progressively included ideas not
contained in the reactors’ thoughts: community vitality, wellness, global interdependence, and
sustainability (see Figure 3). Whether intentional or not, subsequent AAFCS-initiated BOK
efforts have heeded many of the reactors’ suggestions for augmenting Brown and Paolucci’s
(1979) definition.
IFHE’s Definitional Initiative

Several reactors referred to IFHE, which is an international association of home
economists for home economists with consultative status at the United Nations (Arcus, 2008). It
serves as a platform and meeting place for international exchange and provides global support for
the profession (IFHE, ca. 2013). IFHE tendered its formal definition of home economics in 2008,
its centennial year. An analysis of its definitional statement affirmed that the IFHE Think Tank
Committee’s message clearly reflects many ideas in Table 5 as well as key takeaways from the
reactors about how to successfully message a home economics definition. 

To illustrate, IFHE’s frequently cited, succinct, two-page definitional document starts
with a preamble clarifying the intent of the statement followed with a one-sentence definition of
home economics. It is “a field of study and a profession, situated in the human sciences that
draws from a range of disciplines to achieve optimal and sustainable living for individuals,
families and communities” (IFHE, 2008, p. 1).

The rationale for the definition comprises a description of the profession as an
interdisciplinary and transdisciplinary field of inquiry that is engaged in four dimensions of
practice – (a) academic discipline, (b) every day living to meet basic needs, (c) curriculum and
(d) societal and policy arenas (see Figure 4, created by the author). The third section sets out the
essential threads of home economics that flow through all specializations including using (a)
transdisciplinarity to focus on fundamental needs and practical concerns; (b) integration; and (c)
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critical, transformative, emancipatory action (IFHE, 2008). 

Figure 4  Four Dimensions of IFHE’s Home Economics Definition

After affirming that home economics is the preferred name for the profession, IFHE’s
definitional statement discussed the profession’s impact emergent from “enacting the
transformative powers of Home Economics professionals” (IFHE, 2008, p. 2). It closes with two
ideas new to home economics – the need to be an “expert novice [adept at] future proofing” to
ensure that home economics reaches its potential (IFHE, 2008, p. 2). A five-entry glossary offers
additional definitional clarity.
Reactors’ Recommendations for Messaging Definitions

A third discussion point concerns the reactors’ pervasive pushback to the messaging
aspect of creating and then communicating definitional statements. Apparently, for them, it was
one thing to conceive a new definition but quite another to write it up and convince others of its
merit and usability. Messaging, it seems, was everything as was managing peer expectations (i.e.,
anticipating when actual results might not match expected results). 

Bubolz (1979), drawing on hearsay, said several national forum participants complained
that there simply was no definition. This observation suggests that future initiatives should
plainly explain how the word definition is being used. Although Brown and Paolucci (1979) did
specify how they were using the term (at pp. 3–4), one reactor did a better job of explaining what
they had done (Bubolz, 1979, see p. 177). Addressing and end running peer expectations will go
a long way to message receptiveness. The discussion now catalogues six recommendations about
messaging home economics definitions discerned after analyzing reactors’ commentaries set out
in the thematic analysis.
Plain Language and Presentation Logic

The reactors criticized the Brown-Paolucci (1979) document for inaccessibility due to its
length (62 pages), but the criticism likely reflected that it was not an easy read either regardless of
length (i.e., it was a philosophically dense definition instead of an operational definition). Some
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reactors felt that any ideas about a home economics definition would be better received if they
were first clearly expressed up front in plain language and then followed with a lengthy
presentation of the theory, logic, and philosophy used in their development. This presentation
logic respects the principle of starting from where people are and then bringing them forward.
Starting with what people are familiar with sets the stage for and scaffolds more complex
understandings later (Ward, 1979). Note how AAFCS (2022) now has a one-chart definition and
an article-length BOK (Nickols et al., 2009).
Respect Rhetoric and Message Tone 

Reactors said that anyone messaging a definition should refrain from a condescending and
demeaning tone. Brown and Paolucci (1979) came right out and said that those interested in a
pocketbook, one-sentence definition would struggle with anything done otherwise. They actually
said that their peers were satisfied with their superficiality and their “clouded and distorted
thought patterns” (p. 12). This characterization (i.e., insult) did not go unnoticed and set some
reactors on edge. Why even try to engage with someone’s ideas if that someone assumes you are
incapable of doing so? This reaction reflects ineffective messaging.

Architects of home economics definitions must appreciate that rhetoric (persuasive
messaging) is important (McGregor, 2021). Regarding modal verbs (e.g., should, might, could),
authors of definitions should pay due diligence to the mood and tone of their message. Although
forewarned, some reactors took issue with the intentional normative should and ought tone of
Brown and Paolucci’s (1979) message. Normative messages (obligation and imperative) can be
perceived as preachy and dictatorial. Certainty messages (will, would, shall) can in turn sound too
concrete and absolute. Possibility messages (might, could) intimate no need for commitment.
Consciously choosing, explaining, and justifying the author’s mood (expressed by modal verb)
when composing a message is important to its receptiveness (McGregor, 2016b). This strategy is
an example of anticipating and managing peer expectations.
Nonthreatening Labels and Operational Definitions

Reactors felt that future initiatives must make the definition accessible and its uptake a
quick, easy process. They said this can be aided by providing operational definitions and
examples. They further recommended giving complex concepts (especially neologisms – newly
constructed terms) accessible labels so people will at least pay attention to them, so they can be
enticed to engage with them further. Contentious concepts in the Brown-Paolucci (1979)
document included such neologisms as systems of action, practical science, practical problem,
praxis, metascience, and human action.

Regarding this issue, some people may benefit from the etymology (origins) of the words.
For example, etymology is Greek etumos, ‘true.’ Origins is Latin oriri, ‘to rise’ (Harper, 2022).
That is, from where does the true meaning of a word arise? Taking neologisms back to familiar
roots could set the stage for deeper understandings and soften the entry point thus preparing
people for a harder landing later (Chen et al., 2015).
Pragmatism Balanced with Philosophy

To be fair, at the very first page of their definition, Brown and Paolucci (1979) said, “we
do not need to be professional philosophers to philosophize” (p. 1). Nonetheless, reactors
believed that easier uptake of the definitional statement would be facilitated by being less overtly
philosophical and more pragmatic. Explaining philosophy as a love of knowing and wisdom
would prepare people to be receptive to being philosophical. Explaining how philosophy can be

Page 29 of  36



pragmatic would also be beneficial. Respecting the profession’s longstanding averseness to
philosophy would entail acknowledging where people are rather than expecting them to jump
right in with a philosophical bend. First, tell them how something will look in practice. Then lead
them into what, how, and why questions around meaning (McGregor, 2014c; McGregor &
Goldsmith, 2010). Definition authors should respect and articulate the true meaning of
philosophy – a love of knowledge, learning new things, and becoming wiser (Harper, 2022). 
Anticipate Resistance by Involving Practitioners

Brown and Paolucci (1979) consciously chose to employ a philosophical analysis instead
of surveying people currently involved in the profession to discern their status-quo definitions.
Reactors suggested that future definitional initiatives should solicit input from active members
instead of relying solely on a two-member committee that can be perceived as removed from the
masses. No matter how good the final work, and despite the best of intentions, some people will
resent authoritative prescriptions. And if people’s opinions are solicited (e.g., survey, Delphi,
interview), their input must be acknowledged and incorporated with any omission respectfully
explained. Starting with and respecting where people are while balancing the need for a new
direction should be a guiding principle. Anticipating and understanding resistance is beneficial
and can shape both the message and the messaging (McGregor, 2021; McGregor & Goldsmith,
2010).
Facilitate Internalization and Sharing of Message

Finally, a convoluted definition is not easy to make one’s own let alone explain to others.
Reactors believed that any proffered definition should help practitioners internalize (translate) the
meaning of home economics themselves and then help them interpret (explain) its meaning to
others. This would entail defining the terms meaning and interpret instead of taking them for
granted. To wit, meaning refers to what a person thinks is meant by a word, idea, or action.
Interpret refers to explaining that meaning to someone else (Anderson, 2014). 

Many reactors complained that Brown and Paolucci’s (1979) ideas needed translation
intimating they were reading a foreign language. Several admitted to having to read the document
many times before it even began to make sense – before they could begin to make it their own.
This lack of access does not bode well for uptake. Reactors strongly asserted that practitioners
must be able to internalize the definition and make it part of their mental schema and then turn
around and share it with others. Otherwise, the definition is meaningless and useless.
Metapractice

Brown and Paolucci (1979) had intended for home economists to use three metascience
perspectives to inform and improve their practice (see Table 3). As a final discussion point,
metapractice is tendered as an idea inspired by reflecting on Brown and Paolucci’s thinking and
reactors’ commentaries about this thinking. Meta is Greek for ‘a secondary action that takes place
with or underlies a more obvious action; something of a higher order’ (Harper, 2022).
Metapractice means engaging in “a practice about a practice” (Usher et al., 2003, p. 390). It
resembles metacognition, which is thinking about one’s own thinking (Keestra, 2017).
Metapractice involves practitioners creating a part of their practice wherein they think about their
practice. 

Metapractice speaks to the heart of Brown and Paolucci’s (1979) approach to their
definition. It is exactly what their definition was about, and there was resistance that could have
been mitigated by socializing and orienting practitioners to the notion of metapractice.
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Practitioners would have learned that there is (a) an actual home economics practice and (b) a
metapractice about that practice. Metapractice would be about what home economics is, its aims
and purposes, how it relates to the economy and society, the nature of any [knowledge] and its
transmission through practice (per Usher et al., 2003). Brown and Paolucci (1979) actually used
these ideas to organize their definition. 

With metapractice, home economists would “be more grounded in practices criticized”
(Fuller, 2005, p. 484). Indeed, Rouse (1996) referred to metapractice as “critical reflection on [a
discipline’s] own practices and goals” (p. 31). Brown and Paolucci (1979) envisioned other home
economists engaging in “continuous critique, reflection and discourse within the field” (p. vi).
Through metapractice and the meaning and insights it provides, professionals come to critically
understand the work they do. Their practice is constituted within metapractice, and they can
locate themselves within that metapractice, which is a place where “the theory-practice
relationship assumes a particular meaning for [each person]” (Usher et al., 2003, p. 390). Brown
and Paolucci deeply valued this idea and recognized the powerful “relation between theory and
practice” (1979, p. 38). 

Conclusion
This study queried what can be learned from analyzing reactors’ commissioned

commentaries on Brown and Paolucci’s (1979) philosophically bound definition of home
economics. The main takeaway is that their commentaries are just as valuable as the original
definition offering historical insights with contemporary resonance. Brown and Paolucci (1979)
tendered their definition with no input from other home economics practitioners. When AHEA
asked the latter to respond, they basically said they appreciated the definitional effort but not
necessarily the process that was used, the result, or how Brown and Paolucci communicated their
message. Reactors’ accordingly tendered many ideas and recommendations around future
definitional initiatives (see Table 5), ideas that went beyond even Brown and Paolucci’s (1979)
original contributions (see Tables 1 and 3). 

Lesson learned – future initiatives to define home economics should involve the lead
authors consulting with and heeding insights from people on the ground. A combination of
philosophy and pragmatism will probably enhance acceptance of and uptake of the definition, its
rationale, and its defining elements. As a caveat, the analysis herein was just one approach to
discerning reactors’ positions on Brown and Paolucci’s (1979) definitional statement. Others will
likely bring different interpretations. All are encouraged to engage with this truly remarkable
contribution to the profession’s philosophy, knowledge base, and practice – both the definition
itself and the then-contemporary reactions to it. Taken together, the profession can flourish and
move ahead in exciting directions.
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Table 3 
Brown and Paolucci’s Metascientific Perspectives AAFCS© (used with permission)

Metascientific
Perspective

Type of Theory  Mode of Inquiry View of Values System of Action

Aim Category of
Concern

Nature of
Explanation

Method of
Validation

Kind of Action Rules to Act Upon

Analytic-empirical
science

Empirical:
deductive
explanation of
explanatory
generalization

To produce
universal
generalizations
explanatory in
nature, to predict,
to control

Observable events
(social or physical)

Causal, functional Controlled
observation
corroborated
through
replication, e.g.,
experimentation

Except for
instrumental values
(good for
something), all
values are mere
emotive reactions
incapable of
rational
formulation and
use; science is
value-free

Technical or
instrumental

Technical (to
accomplish X, do
Y)

Interpretive science Analytic,
Empirical:
interpretation of
subjective

To understand
meaning in
symbolic
interaction

Intended meaning
and verbal and
non-verbal
symbols and of
acts, i.e., normative
as well as
intellectual
meaning

Telic, i.e. reasons
underlying
communicative
symbols and acts

Construction of
intersubjectively
shared meanings,
e.g., concept
analysis,
ethnomethodology

Values are viewed
as relative to the
individual or to the
culture; may be
intersubjectively
shared

Communicative
interaction through
language, acts and
other symbols
which have
meaning

Logic and rules of
language; social
values and norms

Critical science Normative To enlighten, to
build
communicative
competence, to free
from inner
compulsion and
unnecessary social
control

Disturbed and
distorted
communication,
compulsive
behavior and
manipulative
instrumental action

Going back in time
to hidden or
underlying and
reflective aspects
of social life

Practical discourse
among participants
who have common
interests,
knowledge of
circumstances and
of predictable
consequences,
realizations of risks
involved and own
willingness to
undergo them

Values are viewed
as capable of
rational
formulation and
examination in
practical discourse
(public) about what
to do

Emancipatory:
social change
therapy.
humanization

Values of truth,
freedom, and
justice as well as
rules of language
and technical rules

Page 36 of  36


