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INTRODUCTION

The idea is not new, but it deserves repeating: “Families are the building blocks of society.”  It would therefore come as no surprise when political, civic and religious leaders adamantly promote “family values.”  They know that families who stick together and function as a unit form the foundation of the larger community.  They also realize that productive members of society tend to come from strong, intact, “functional” families.  Moreover, we all know the important role family plays in building strength, confidence and stability in each of its members.

However, functional families now seem to be the exception rather than the rule.  Divorce, drugs, violence or apathy tears too many families apart.  In fact, some sources suggest that nearly every family has at least one dysfunction “in the closet.”  The unavoidable truth, however, is that when families break up, individuals are often forced to cope with the complexities of life on their own, quickly discovering how difficult success is in life without the stable foundation of a family.

Perhaps the greatest problem leading to family dysfunction and marital break-up involves communicating honestly, openly and lovingly BEFORE having children.  The couple gets to know one another better and establishes a mature, trusting relationship that will improve after children are born.  However, this is a rare case.  Most often, partners withhold vital information (fail to reveal feelings about certain issues or matters, for example) and are virtual strangers to each other.  Of course, this is a most unpromising start to communication within the family.  Common knowledge argues that couples should never stay together “for the sake of the children,” but a communicationally dysfunctional couple should not even consider having children!

For those couples who have children, building a family and “being” a family requires communicating well.  Otherwise, they are just a group of people sharing the same residence.  Many legally defined families do not or cannot communicate, and end up dysfunctional.  Is it any wonder?  No group can function effectively as a unit without its members communicating with each other.
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Despite all its power and strength, the family unit remains one of the most vulnerable human connections.  In America, where over 50% of marriages with children end in divorce, where threats to human safety such as drugs and gangs seem to be everywhere, the family is struggling to function as a refuge.  It is quite literally under attack by a society that seems to tempt members of the family to go down other paths.  “Family values” is not just another slogan.  It is probably the major concern of American society.
Improving communications within the family is the best way to turn around problems.  Building family communications is the classic “win/win” situation: every member of the family is more secure with one another and ready to deal with the world outside.  In addition, society itself improves with more family units achieving stability.  If a strong family is important to you, keep reading.  You and your family (or families you know) will benefit immediately by learning how to communicate.
                                                                                            J. Denis Mercier, Ph.D.

                                                                                           Waln K. Brown, Ph.D.

                                                                                           William Gladden Foundation
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WHAT IS MEANT BY BUILDING FAMILY COMMUNICATIONS?

Family communications is any exchange of a verbal of nonverbal message among family members.  Communication (like any word that begins with (co-“) involves at least two people, the “sender” of the message and the “receiver” of that message.  Verbal messages are WHAT is said.  Non-verbal messages are HOW it is said.  Most non-verbal messages help the receiver discover the true meaning of a message.  For example, when a person says “I’m glad to see you,” and offers a limp hand and avoids eye contact, chances are the person is anything but glad.
WHO IS INVOLVED IN BUILDING FAMILY COMMUNICATION?

While parents need to provide the environment for building family communication, every member of the family must do his or her share.  A family is a unit, or should be.  Every part of the family unit must interact and communicate for overall health and strength.  Just as a chain is only as strong as its weakest link, a family is only as “informed” as its poorest communicator.  If one family member does not communicate well, the entire unit suffers.

HOW DOES A FAMILY BUILD COMMUNICATION?

The most direct answer is by deciding to do so.  Commitment by everyone to honest and loving “message-exchange” is an absolute necessity.  To be effective in a close-knit group such as a family, communication must be believable and trustworthy.  When someone avoids the truth, he or she loses the respect of the others.  If a family member says one thing and does another, the implication is “Do as I say, not as I do.”  All family members must be open, candid and trustworthy.  In other words, they need to SHOW as well as TELL.

HOW IMPORTANT IS LISTENING IN BUILDING FAMILY COMMUNICATION?

Listening is essential in building family communication, and “noise” is its constant competitor.  Noise acts as a distraction in communication, causing the listener to receive and comprehend less of the intended message.  The main way to reduce its distracting effects is by “actively listening” to the message and its sender.  Listening is another way of describing the attention we need to give when others are trying to communicate.  One proven way to improve listening skills involves having family members repeat messages in their own words. 
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WHAT MESSAGES SHOULD FAMILY MEMBERS COMMUNICATE TO EACH OTHER?

Families should recognize that they are mutually interdependent; they are members of the same team whose successes and failures, joys and hardships are shared.  Once the concept of family unity is established, love, trust, confidence, respect, self-worth, and similar positive messages are communicated more easily.  Positive messages build and strengthen both the family and its individual members.
WHAT MESSAGES SHOULD FAMILY MEMBERS NOT COMMUNICATE TO EACH OTHER?
Just as “positive” messages can build and strengthen the family and its individual members, so, too, can “negative” messages damage and weaken the family and those members who receive them.  For example, statements that accentuate shortcomings or explicit weaknesses merely serve to criticize and manipulate.  All such messages (whether intentional or non-intentional, verbal or non-verbal) negatively affect a person’s self-image.  Furthermore, they are a sure path toward family dysfunction.

HOW SHOULD PARENTS COMMUNICATE BETWEEN THEMSELVES?

Parents play a significant role in building and maintaining family communication.  Through their example, parents serve as the primary role models, mentors and guides for children.  Their ability to communicate love, respect and other important interpersonal messages sets the tone for the rest of the family.  If their communication is dysfunctional, the patterns of communication between other family members are likely to be similar.  On the other hand, parents who communicate accurately and openly between themselves tend to produce the same communication skills in their offspring.

HOW SHOULD PARENTS COMMUNICATE TO THEIR CHILDREN?

Parents should strive to communicate clearly and concisely to their children.  When messages are unclear or confused, true communication cannot take place.  Since many things can interfere with the clarity of messages, parents must do all they can to send the “right” ones.  For example, they should concentrate on sending messages that agree both verbally and non-verbally.  No matter how harsh the verbal message is, as difficult as this may seem, the underlying non-verbal message should convey love for, support of and confidence in their children.
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HOW IMPORTANT IS CONSISTENCY IN FAMILY COMMUNICATION?
Family life would be smooth and predictable if parents and children communicated in the same way all the time; but this is impossible.  Although consistency in family communication is a worthy ideal, it also can have its shortcomings.  For example, it would mean treating every child the same all the time while ignoring individual and situational differences.  The fact is that some communication techniques are more effective with some children under certain circumstances than they are with others.  The objective is to consistently communicate with and treat each child fairly, not identically.

HOW SHOULD CHILDREN COMMUNICATE WITH THEIR PARENTS?

Children tend to mirror the communication patterns of their parents.  When they are young, and parents largely comprise their whole world, children are eager to share their thoughts and feelings with parents.  How parents receive and handle messages from young children greatly teaches them how to communicate with parents as they grow and mature.  Although many people believe that children “owe” their parents love and respect, the reality is that children most often learn to return messages they receive from parents.

HOW SHOULD SIBLINGS COMMUNICATE TO EACH OTHER?

Sibling rivalry and competition for parental attention is a fact.  Children attempt to get attention in many ways and, depending upon their parents’ reactions, form their personalities in accordance with those ways that produce rewards.  Parents should reward passive as well as dominant children, thereby sending the message that everyone is valued – that “family is more important than any individual within it.”  This helps children to feel part of a unit and more willing to form bonds at earlier ages.  Siblings who communicate well among themselves soon see the advantages of having allies (not competitors) within the family.
HOW CAN FAMILY COMMUNICATION AFFECT OTHER RELATIONSHIPS?

Being a good communicator is a valuable life-skill, in fact, an essential ingredient in forming and maintaining all sorts of interpersonal relationships.  For example, communication skills greatly influence such important relationships as peers, friends, dates, teachers, co-workers, bosses and spouses.  Individuals who learn to communicate well at home can apply this precious skill to almost any situation in life.  However, persons with poor communication skills will repeatedly encounter difficulties in their interpersonal relationships.
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HOW CAN FAMILY COMMUNICATION AFFECT SELF-ESTEEM?
When families communicate their love for, support of and confidence in one another, a wonderful and valuable thing happens: everyone involved feels good about the family and their selves.  An important message everyone comes away with is an enhanced sense of self-worth.  Self-esteem is one of the most precious gifts family members can give to one another, and it is connected to everything good for the person who has it!
HOW CAN FAMILY COMMUNICATION AFFECT DISCIPLINE?

Families that communicate well soon realize that most problems can be talked out instead of fought out; siblings are more likely to discuss potential conflicts and less likely to use offending behaviors.  This results in a reduced need for parents to discipline children.  Furthermore, when families communicate openly with one another, parents can more easily determine a child’s motives for unacceptable behavior.  In turn, this knowledge helps parents to tailor disciplinary measures to both the child and the situation.  Parents also can more easily explain their reasons for the discipline upon which they decide.
HOW CAN FAMILY COMMUNICATION AFFECT LEARNING?

Family communication affects the learning process in many ways.  For example, children’s attitudes toward learning and education are influenced by messages conveyed within the family.  That is, when families emphasize the value of learning, children tend to reflect this message in their educational performance.  In addition, children who learn listening and communication skills at home are more likely to participate in classroom presentations and activities.  Finally, good communicators comprehend more in almost all areas of life; they learn that what they can do at home and school, they can do elsewhere.

WHEN IS FAMILY COMMUNICATION LIKELY TO BREAK DOWN?

Family communication is a delicate process, one that requires constant attention and nurturing.  Even with vigilance, family communication will break down at times.  For example, individual agendas, schedules and priorities can disrupt the sharing of important messages.  Similarly, when the entire family or an individual member is overwhelmed or distracted, family communication is bound to suffer.  Most likely, however, anger or stress is a root cause.  Any family member who acts inconsiderately, for instance, will trigger anger in the one slighted.  Stresses encountered elsewhere are often transferred to the people closest to the one who is distressed.
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HOW CAN FAMILIES AVOID FIGHTING AND ARGUING?
A useful communication technique is to call a family dispute something else.  This will help family members perceive the situation differently.  For example, the term “problem-solving” is more positive and constructive than the terms “fighting” or “arguing.”  Most family disputes are the result of communication breakdowns.  Determine root causes and encourage the parties involved to talk.  Once the causes and surrounding issues are revealed, situations are easier to see.  Adopt the philosophy that there is nothing that cannot be resolved by communication.  Eventually, this approach works in practice as well as theory.  Talking with the intention of “problem-solving” prevents the continuation of fighting and arguing – miscommunication.
ARE THERE TIMES WHEN DIFFERENCES OF OPINION ARE OKAY?
Yes, differences of opinion are a part of life.  There will always be times when two or more parties with strong beliefs disagree.  When such occasions arise within the family, they can be used to illustrate the value of communication skills.  For example, a formal debate might be staged.  Through this exercise in communication, parties involved in the dispute will better comprehend opposing viewpoints and the need for objective reasoning.

DOES REASONING ALWAYS WORK?

Reasoning does not always work.  The use of reasoning assumes that all parties involved in “problem-solving” are sophisticated enough to comprehend the reasoning process.  Age, maturity and the ability to understand complex issues help to determine if reason will work.  Furthermore, some situations (such as when a child is in danger) may preclude the immediate use of reasoning.  Finally, there are times when all attempts at reasoning fail, and simply to end a debate parents must revert to a “Do it because I told you to, end of argument” position.  Try to keep this approach to a minimum.

WHERE CAN FAMILIES GET HELP TO BUILD OR REPAIR COMMUNICATION?
Building or repairing family communication can be difficult, especially in families where communication has not been a priority, or where the adults lack communication skills.  Fortunately, help is available through such diverse resources as religious leaders (priests, pastors, rabbis), social services agencies (Catholic Social Services; Human Services; Children, Youth and Families), support groups (Parents Anonymous, Parents Without Partners) and mental health professionals in private practice (psychologists, therapists, counselors).  To get the most appropriate help, consider the following suggestions: 1) contact several sources, 2) seek specialists in “family therapy,” 3) investigate their educational background (at least a master’s degree or professional license is generally a good indicator), 4) find out the costs and 5) involve the whole family.
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FAMILY COMMUNICATION MODEL

Family communication differs some from other types of interpersonal communication.  Because they share similar genetics and their daily interactions provide many insights (often subtle) related to each other’s patterns of communication, family members have a unique power to communicate with increased accuracy.  For example, even young children soon learn that a certain gesture, tone or look from their father has s specific meaning.  Even with this information, however, family communication is subject to the same stresses as other interpersonal communications.  The following model explains what can happen to a message as it is communicated by one family member to another.
FAMILY – The traditional nuclear family is a father, mother and children sharing a household.  However, today’s family can include a single parent with children, stepparents living with stepchildren, foster parents living with foster children, adoptive parents living with adoptive children or a biological father or mother with children living with a non-relative adult.
COMMUNICATION – Exchanges of messages and meaning between senders and receivers.  People who share a household cannot avoid communicating.  In fact, not communicating is a form of communication.
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SENDER – The family member who imparts the message.
RECEIVER – The family member(s) to whom the message is imparted.

CHANNELS – These are the message carriers; the ways through which or by which family members communicate, including speech, touch, letter, note, telephone, body language, as well as silence (non-communication).

VERBAL MESSAGES – WHAT is said or communicated.  The actual words, whether spoken or written.  These are usually deliberate and straightforward.

NON-VERBAL MESSAGES – HOW something is said or communicated.  They can give additional meaning to messages or provide insight into the “real” meaning.  They range from eye, body and voice behavior to timeliness and physical distance.  They can change or help receivers to interpret the meaning of the verbal message.  Sometimes they can be controlled.  Most often, though, they are spontaneous indicators of the sender’s true intentions.

FEEDBACK – The non-verbal reaction to messages in channels.  Feedback gives message-senders an indication of the attitudes of the receiver to a message.  Examples include funny looks, crossed arms, a smile – even nervous twitches.  A good communicator will adjust the message to the feedback observed.

NOISE – Anything that prevents, hinders or distorts messages or feedback.  The most common forms of “noise” are fear, anger, boredom, inattention.  Actual noise is “noise,” too, present in all communications, even good family communications.
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WAYS TO BUILD
FAMILY COMMUNICATION
Building strong, effective and lasting family communication involves thought, effort and practice – and can be fun.  Imagination and commitment are critical to success.  Here are a few creative ways to encourage family communication.  Think of others ways that suit the interests of your family members.

· Role-play and discuss different points of view as they relate to specific family situations.

· Start a crossword or jigsaw puzzle in a common area and invite all to help, or just leave it and see what happens.

· Schedule a TV show each week to watch as a family, with everyone reacting and commenting.
· Start a speaking ritual at the family dinner table.  Make sure that all have a chance to share their thoughts and daily experiences.

· Find a common interest shared by all family members and use it as a means to promote involvement and dialogue.

· Install several “common areas” around the home (game table, picnic table) where family members can gather and share activities and conversation.

· Take walks with children who need more attention and “quality time.”  Resist the urge to do all the talking.

· Organize a pretend camp-out in the back yard.  Make a fire, if permitted, and cook dinner over it; or tell ghost stories or other stories around a candle campfire.
· Schedule family outings and explore museums, malls, libraries, theatres and parks.  Give everyone a chance to help plan the event.

· Urge the entire family to attend an event that one member participates in (game, play, recital).  Sit together and cheer on the performer!

· Schedule “family-fun nights” at home.  Take turns choosing the activities, refreshments and topics of conversation.

· Celebrate achievements of family members (athletic awards, academic excellence, special accomplishments) with a family meal of the achiever’s choosing.  “Roast” the achiever by having each family member make a congratulatory statement.
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WAYS TO REDUCE
FAMILY MISCOMMUNICATION

Miscommunication among family members is a common problem.  Even families with strong communication skills sometimes fail to get their intended message across.  Miscommunication most often occurs when a family member is tired, inattentive, stressed, angry, bored or vengeful.  The following suggestions can help reduce family miscommunication.

· Choose and use words carefully.

· Use words the receiver of the message will understand.

· Speak plainly and clearly.

· Maintain eye contact.

· Eliminate “noise” and other distractions.

· Be sure that verbal and non-verbal messages match.

· Use logic rather than emotion to get the message across.

· Do not confuse receivers by trying to communicate too much information at once.

· Avoid meaningful exchanges with family members who are tired, stressed, angry, bored or vengeful.

· Try not to rush communication; rather, be sure there is time for the intended message and necessary “interchange.”

· Be aware of your disposition when communicating with family members.

· Avoid conveying messages in negative terms; find positive ways to communicate.

· Ask the listener to repeat the message in his or her own words.

· Listen attentively to the receiver’s response; correct misinterpretations of the intended message.

· After discussions, agree on the main message.
· Set an example, by being a good listener as well as a good communicator.
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NEGATIVE AND POSITIVE
VERBAL MESSAGES

Words can build or divide.  This is especially true for children who are in the process of forming their identity and self-image.  Too often, we forget to relay positive messages and instead send negative messages.  Families who learn to emphasize the positive and eliminate the negative in their verbal messages develop strong communications.  Here are just a few examples of negative messages to avoid and positive messages to promote.
NEGATIVE VERBAL MESSAGES

· I hate you.

· You’re worthless, useless, hopeless, dumb, stupid, no good.

· I wish you were dead.

· I don’t believe you.

· I don’t trust you.

· I’m sorry you were born.

· When are you going to amount to something?

· No wonder no one likes you.

· You’re a liar, cheat, thief, tramp, slut.

· You’re a fool, idiot, jerk, geek, nerd.

POSITIVE VERBAL MESSAGES
· I love you.

· You can do it.

· I trust you.

· I’m proud of you.

· You make me happy.

· Way to go.

· How can I help you?

· Good job.

· Thanks for being you.

· I don’t like what you did, but I still love you.
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NEGATIVE AND POSITIVE
NON-VERBAL MESSAGES

Actions can speaker louder than words.  Words are what we hear, but actions are what we see.  Although we may be saying one thing, our body language, demeanor or attitude may be sending a different message.  Families who communicate well know that “mixed” messages and negative non-verbal messages detract from effective communication.  Here are a few examples of negative non-verbal messages to avoid and positive non-verbal messages to promote.

NEGATIVE NON-VERBAL MESSAGES

· Acting bored, uninterested, unconcerned or imposed upon

· Avoiding being touched or physically close

· Avoiding eye contact, being easily distracted or looking away from the speaker
· Crossing arms or legs or taking another “defensive posture”

· Displaying slovenly behavior or unattractive personal habits
· Failing to attend events of significance to family members or be prompt for appointments.

· Ignoring the speaker
· Raising one’s voice
· Using sarcasm or a whining voice
POSITIVE NON-VERBAL MESSAGES
· Employing frequent touches of reassurance and affection

· Displaying an open, smiling face

· Listening attentively

· Making and maintaining eye contact

· Making oneself readily available for communication

· Maintaining a calm demeanor and voice

· Paying prompt attention to the speaker

· Showing interest in the speaker’s message

· Using open body language to indicate approachability
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SOURCES TO CONTACT ABOUT

BUILDING FAMILY COMMUNICATION

Sometimes professional help is need to build or repair family communication.  Fortunately, there are many excellent sources to contact for direct help or information.  The following is a partial list of both local and national sources that can help put you on the right track.

LOCAL SOURCES

RELIGIOUS LEADER – Many priests, pastors and rabbis are trained therapists.  They can also direct you to appropriate services that are available through larger religious organizations.  Catholic Social Services is a good example of this arrangement.

Telephone #

MENTAL HEALTH CENTER – These agencies employ professionals trained to help individuals and families deal with a variety of problems.  Locate a specialist in “Family Therapy.”  Include the entire family in the sessions.

Telephone #

HUMAN SERVICES – Near the front of most telephone books is a section titled “Human Services.”  Here you will find the names, addresses and telephone numbers of agencies that provide family therapy and counseling.
Telephone #
PSYCHOLOGIST, THERAPIST OR COUNSELOR IN PRIVATE PRACTICE – Most telephone books contain a listing of “Counselors” and their specialties.  Once again, locate a specialist in “Family Therapy” and include the entire family in the sessions.
Telephone #
NATIONAL SOURCES

Family Support America

www.familysupportamerica.org
Family Communications, Inc.
www.fci.org
Parents Anonymous
www.parentsanonymous.org
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