Family Communication Notes

What is a family? 

There are several definitions of family:

Laing 1972, “networks of people who live together over periods of time, who have ties of marriage and kinship to one another.”

Fitzpatrick and Badzinski, 1986, . . .small kinship-structured group whose primary function is the nurturing of socialization of newborn children. . .

Terkelsen, 1980, “small social system made up of individuals related to each other by reason of strong reciprocal affections and loyalties, and comprising a permanent household (or cluster of households) that persists over decades.”

Kramer, 1980, “group of people w/ a past history, a present reality, and a future expectation of interconnected transactional relationships. Members often (but not necessarily) are bound together by heredity, by legal marital times, by adoption or by a common living arrangement at some point in their lifetime.” 

Definition of family:  A group of two or more individuals who are perceived as interdependent based on blood connections, legal bonds, and/or explicit verbal statements, Arliss, 1993.

Turner and West, 1998, provided a broad, inclusive definition of family:

A family is a self-defined group of intimates who create and maintain themselves through their own interactions and their interactions with others; a family may include both voluntary and involuntary relationships; it creates both literal and symbolic internal and external boundaries, and it evolves through time: It has a history, a present, and a future. 
Note the following components:

Self-definitions: We identify others as part of our family—that is our reality.

Definition through interaction: Families create and maintain themselves through their own interaction and their interactions with others outside the family. Conversation is the foundation of family life. 

Informing others: Conversation serves to (1) inform others about the kinds of relationships you have w/ members of your family, (2) explain to others how your family fits within the larger culture, and (3) define family relationships with individual members. 

Voluntary and involuntary ties: 

-Involuntary family is a group of people who are bound by birth or law. 

-Voluntary family relationships are entered intentionally although that aren’t necessarily more satisfying than involuntary ones.


Creation of boundaries: Boundaries mark limits within the family. 

-They are symbolic and not “real”—we mark boundaries.
-External boundaries decide family membership, delineating who is part and who is not part, of the family (who to accept or reject). 

-Internal boundaries govern the way family members communicate with the family—how informed a voice a family member is (family secrets). 

-Literal boundaries are closed doors, separate rooms, name tags on towel racks, etc. which exclude some members and include others.


Evolving time: Evolving time differentiates families from other small groups. 

Other groups don’t have such a rich history or are so concerned w/ the future.

Family of Origin versus Family of Choice

A distinction can be made between family of origin and family of choice. Your 
family of origin is the family you were born into. Your family of choice is the 
family you chose—who you chose to marry, for example is a choice. Family of 
choice can include anyone you choose to include as part of your family such as 
friends.

Categories of families: (Turner and West)

Nuclear family (Two-parent biological family): 

-Wife, husband, and their biological children. 

-Communication may be traditional or not and may be facilitated by their culturally sanctioned form.

A single parent family: 

-One adult w/ children. 

-Communication—challenging communication demands. Can be helped in cultures that stress the group over the individual.
Blended family: 

-Two adults and children who are not the biological off-spring of 

both. 

-Communication—tension around subsystems, rules, roles, and time 

management.

Extended family: 

-Biological includes relatives such as grand-parents, aunts, uncles, and cousins, as well as parents and children. 

-Communal includes intentional family of friends. 

-Communication—Strong intergenerational transmission in biological. 

-May have the potential for conflict if issues such as growth and change are not addressed.

Gay and lesbian family: 

-Two people of the same sex in intimate relationship. 

-May or may not include children. Communication—complex communication demands. 

-Parental communication similar to that in heterosexual families. 

-Lesbians report maintaining an open communication climate.

Cohabiting couples:

-Two unmarried adults living together in romantic relationship.

-Not much overt conflict.

-Not a good predictor of marital success. 
Functions of the Family
1.
To Raise Children Responsibly. A society needs new members who are 

properly trained in the ways of their culture and who will be dependable members of the group. 

2. 
To Provide Economic Support. For most of history, the family was an economic unit, rather than a social unit. The family was the unit of economic production in societies with agriculture, craft, and earlier industrial and commercial economies. The modern family is no longer a ‘self-sufficient economic unit.’ Every family engages in activities aimed at providing for practical needs such as food, clothing, and shelter. Family economic functions now include earning a living outside the home, pooling resources, and making consumption decisions together. This creates a sense of security. 

3.
To Give Emotional Security. Families offer affection, companionship, and 

intimacy. Presumably, a family will be where can be yourself and belong.

Stages of the Family Life Cycle and Stages of Parenting

1.
Married Couple/Establishing a family:  

-Establishing a mutually satisfying marriage.

-Perhaps adjusting to pregnancy and the promise of parenthood. 

-Fitting into the kin network.

2.
Childbearing:  

-Having, adjusting to, and encouraging the development of the infant. 

-Establishing a satisfying home for both parents and infants. 

Lamanna/Reidman:

a. Transition to parenthood: 

-New parents underestimate the affect a child will have on their lives and the amount of work it takes to care for a newborn. 

-They may be bothered lack of sleep, difficulty going places, and sexual expression. 

-New mothers in particular are concerned with their appearance, the additional work, and the need to change plans for their lives and futures.

b. Parents with babies: 

-Parenting is new, no matter how much experience you’ve had. 

-All babies cry but different babies have different temperaments. Babies can range from “easy” to “difficult.” Most babies are in-between. Home environment plays a role in children’s irritability. “Difficult” babies cause parents to doubt and blame themselves. They may respond to the child as a “problem child” or may over-shelter and the child—these reactions cause the child to believe she/he is different. Parents of difficult babies should get help.

-Babies need encouragement, conversation, and variety in their environment. 

-Discipline is NEVER appropriate for babies. 

c. Parents with preschoolers: 

-They have many of the same needs as babies but now need to practice motor development and need a wide exposure to language. 

-They need consistency in standards. 

-Parents begin to develop a parenting style. 

-Children need clear definitions of what is acceptable and unacceptable and should be stated in third person terms.

d. Parents with school-age children: 

-School age children need to work toward appropriate goals. Parents need to help kids develop study habits, and need to show an interest in a child’s work and progress, and should assist with homework.

-Children also need household responsibilities. If they don’t they may feel they don’t belong or may b/c demanding b/c they have learned to be consumers and not productive family members.

-They will feel a greater need for autonomy. They will need some privacy.

-They will also be learning to get along with others. Conflict with siblings can begin to be a problem and parents shouldn’t over-respond by punishing competitiveness or by creating an artificially equal environment. Physical violence should never be tolerated and kids should be taught problem solving. 

e. Parents with adolescents: 

-Adolescents are searching for an identity-who they are and who they will be as adults. 

-The child is getting ready for the adult world but the parent is reminded of what he/she has yet to accomplish. Child may be experiencing hormones and so may the parents. 

-Our society doesn’t offer clear guidelines for relinquishing parental control. When authority should be relinquished, or how much, is not culturally specified.

-A majority of teens do not undergo “storm and stress” but the teen years do have a potential for conflict between parent and child. 

-Teens and parents conflict about everyday matters most: chores, rather than big issues like sex and drugs.

f. Parents with young adult children: 

-Children will benefit from their parents emotional support and encouragement into their 20s and after. 

-The young adult is facing difficult life tasks—finding meaningful employment, etc. and the child may long for security. 

-Parents can help w/ listening and positive communication skills. They can remind a child of past successes and their strengths. Serious problems may require counseling. 

-Many young adults are returning home or have not left. Sharing the household will take lots of negotiation. 

3.
Launching: Launching youth into adulthood. 


-Releasing young adults into work, military service, college, marriage, and so on

 with appropriate rituals and assistance.

-Maintaining a positive home-base.

4.
Empty Nest Families/Middle-aged parents: 

-Refocusing on the marital relationship. 

-Maintaining kin ties with older and younger generations. 

(Marital satisfaction—time can be a blessing or a curse)

5.
Aging family members: 

-Coping w/ death and living alone. 

-Closing the family home or adapting it to aging. 

-Adjusting to retirement. 

(Retirement: Many people can do what they want w/o having to worry about earning a living. For others it is a time of low productivity and boredom. Grandchildren can be rewarding. Satisfaction may be great.)

Five Styles of Parenting

Martyr:  

-Parent believes “I would do anything for my child” and may be an “over-involved parent.” 

-Wait on their kids, pick up after them, buy anything the kid wants, always do what the kid wants. 

-Encourages dependence and sends negative messages--Undercuts the child’s competency and suggests the parent mistrusts the child’s competencies. 

Pal:  

-Believe they should be pals with kids. 

-Laissez-faire style. 

-If parents are too permissive children don’t develop self-control. 

-Children deserve to benefit from parents and need some rules and regulations. 

-It is related to behavior problems such as juvenile delinquency. 

-Also, once they have established a buddy-buddy relationship, it is difficult to regain authority.

Police officer: 

-Make sure the child obeys all the rules all the time and they are punished for minor offenses. 

-It is associated with “authoritarian” style. 

-It is associated with juvenile delinquency and child behavior problems (family patterns repeat themselves). This style doesn’t work as well today as it did in the past because kids today are more influenced by a parent’s knowledge, expertise, and a wish to identify with parental values than by parental authority. Parental warmth leads to greater obedience and has been linked to children’s overall social competence.

Teacher-counselor: 

-Child is viewed as an extremely plastic organism with virtually unlimited potential for growth and development. 

-Parent is omnipotent in guiding child’s behavior. If they do the right things at the right time, kids will be more happy, intelligent, and successful. 

-Many benefits: kids benefit from environmental stimulation and parental sensitivity. 

-Negative effects: Puts the needs of the child above parents. Also, if a parent responds to a child’s every discovery as if it is wonderful, the child may get the impression that he/she is the center of everyone’s universe. 

Athletic coach: 

-Recognizes that parents have needs and personalities too. 

-They establish team rules or house-rules. They enforce appropriate penalties but aren’t overly concerned with penalties. They understand that children, like team members, must be willing to accept discipline and subjugate their interests for the needs of the family. 

-It is realistic and effective. 

-Reflects an authoritative style—demands maturity, effectively punishes forbidden behavior after having clearly stated the rules, but listens to the child and respects his/her point-of-view and encourages self-development and independence.

Parents should agree on basic goals and parenting style. Children can live with minor differences but not total inconsistency. Practice what w preach (values are “caught” not just taught.)

Systems Theory Notes 

Definition of a System: A system is a set of interrelated parts. Systems theory assumes that a system must be understood as a whole, rather than in component parts.  It is a way of looking at the world where all the objects are interrelated with one another.

Features of Systems:

Wholeness: A system must be understood as a whole and cannot be comprehended by examining the individual parts in isolation from one another. (Example: If Dad is an alcoholic, it isn’t just “dad’s” problem, it is a family problem—the system’s problem.)

Interdependence: A change in one part of the system creates change in the other parts of the system. Example: If mom goes back to school and quits working, those changes affect the ENTIRE family. Another example: As a child grows up, it affects the whole family. 

Boundaries: Boundaries define what is in the system and what is not. They are characterized by their “permeability” (degree to which they permit or inhibit the flow of energy in and out of the system). Systems can be more “open” or more “closed.” Example: In the marital system, some couples tell each other everything while others are more private. Another example: Some families have lots of social networks while others are more insulated and keep to themselves.

Equifinality: Everyone has different ways to reach goals. Example: How “marital happiness” is achieved varies from couple to couple.

Hierarchy: Systems are layered or “nested.” There are “subsystems” and “suprasystems.” In a family system, the subsystems may the parental system or the sibling system. The “suprasystem” may be the extended family. 

Feedback: Feedback produces change in a system. Negative feedback maintains the system. The tendency for a system to remain stable is called “homeostasis.” Once a family’s homeostatic state is established, members will try to maintain their transactional patterns so that they can maintain their sense of balance, even if the balance is dysfunctional.

Positive feedback changes the system. A change in the system is called “morphogenesis.” Systems can be dominated by negative or positive feedback. 

However, even one family member can change the system by changing his/her behavior (because of interdependence). Change can be first order or second order.

1st order change:  System structure is left the same and is vulnerable to relapse (treating the symptoms and not problems).

2nd order change: higher level of change where the system is altered.  The change is more dramatic and enduring.


NOTE: The labels “negative” and “positive” aren’t value judgments like “good” or “bad.” They simply refer to feedback that either maintains or changes the system’s patterns.


Self-reflexivity: Systems are characterized by their ability to make themselves and their own behavior a target of self-examination and explanation. This allows humans to examine their systems and set goals for themselves and enact change to transform systems. This ties into the concepts of being mindful and monitoring. If we are mindful and use monitoring--and have an adequate degree of interpersonal communication competence--then we will be able to create and sustain healthy interpersonal relationships.
Marital Communication

Gottman’s Couple Types:

John Gottman is a psychologist and mathematician and well known for his work in his “love lab” at The University of Washington. Gottman has witnessed literally thousands of couples interact and has come to conclusions that challenge conventional therapeutic wisdom. 

Conventional therapeutic wisdom says that couples must be compatible and must agree on important issues and be able to “sit down and talk” about their problems honestly and calmly. This may not be true, however. According to Gottman, compatibility isn’t the issue in terms of what couples stay together and what couples do not. The issue is, rather, how couples handle their inevitable incompatibilities. Furthermore, relationships that are successful maintain a 5:1 ratio of positive to negative moments (a little negativity and a lot of positivity). 

Gottman has identified three couple types:
Validating:  This couple is a “therapists dream.” Partners discuss their differences calmly and rationally without much yelling, screaming, etc. 

Volatiles: Presumably this couple type is “endangered” (i.e., they are likely to break up). They have been called ‘Punch and Jody’ couples. Their relationship is characterized by bickering, and high levels of jealousy and emotion. Partners tend to be temperamental —but can be exciting, passionate, and intense. Thus, this type of relationship may survive if the couple maintains the 5:1 ratio of positive to negative moments—the weakness is that they can degenerate into endless bickering and inflict terrible wounds on each other.

Conflict Avoiders: They couples are also presumably ‘doomed” because they seldom discuss differences but may brush problems under the rug. However, they are likely to be truly compatible (similar backgrounds and beliefs, values) and not disagree to begin with. Thus, their relationship is like a calm lake, rather than a raging torrent. The weakness of this couple type is that couples may have a hard time dealing with those problems that are too big to be ignored which may make them miserable in the long run. But, they have a good shot at making it.

So, the difficulty isn’t whether or not you are compatible. It is how you handle those incompatibilities. A relationship can be difficult if partners fight differently. However, relationships are likely to survive with the 5:1 ratio of positive to negative moments.

Gottman studied married couples in a university lab while they talked casually, discussed issues they disagreed about, and tried to solve problems. Video cameras recorded the spouses’ gestures, facial expressions, verbal pitch and tone. 
Based on his observations in the lab, Gottman identified what he calls the “Four Horseman of the Apocalypse” which signal impending divorce.




Contempt: Message that one’s spouse is inferior and undesirable.




Criticism: Making disapproving judgments of the partner.




Defensiveness: Preparing to defend yourself against what you 



perceive as an 
 upcoming attack.




Stonewalling: Resistance, refusing to listen to one’s partner, 



particularly partner’s complaints.




Belligerence: Later—Gottman added this one: A behavior that 



is provocative and challenges the spouses power and authority. 



(What are you going to do about it?) 
Supportive Couple Communication—Gottman (1998)

Gottman (and colleagues) videotaped 130 couples discussing an ongoing problem in their marriage for 15 minutes. Heart rate was monitored that would indicate physiological stress. The researchers examined the interactions in which a partner first expressed ‘negative affect’ (ex: belligerence, contempt, defensiveness, anger, sadness, whining, etc.)

Next the researchers noted what happened next. Sometimes the partner responded in a tit-for-tat fashion and at other times, the partner responded with an escalation of the conflict. (Ex: She expressed anger and he became defensive or she whined and he grew belligerent.) This is called ‘refusing to accept influence.’ (Won’t consider the others complaint)

Other couples used more ‘positive affect’ which typically deescalated conflict. Positive affect predicts marital stability and happiness. In happy, stable relationships, humor, expressions of warmth, interest, and affection were apparent even in conflict situations and deescalated the conflict. Anger, in itself, will not destroy a marriage. It is how the anger is managed that counts.
Bonding Fights:
Here are some guidelines for fair-fighting. Bonding fights are fights that will bring a couple closer instead of pushing them apart. NOTE: THESE BEHAVIORS ARE DIFFICULT TO ENACT DURING ACTUAL CONFICT SITUATIONS AND REQUIRE PRACTICE. Moreover, some couples can fight “dirty” and still have a successful relationship (see Gottman, above).
1.
Let your partner know you are listening.

-Listening is so basic we assume we are doing it effectively.


-We often send out non-verbal cues that say we aren’t listening


-good listening communicates respect, love, and concern

-avoiding interrupting and criticism prevents that message that says ‘I don’t care what you think’ or ‘You aren’t worth listening to”

-Give feedback and use paraphrasing

2.
Level with each other

-Leveling means to be transparent, authentic, and explicit about how one feels, 

especially concerning the more hurtful or conflict aspects

-Never assume we know how the other feels

3.
Avoid mixed or double messages

-Mixed messages are simultaneous messages that contradict one another


-Ex: Spouse says she’ll go out to eat as she yawns and says how tired she is


-Ex: He says “I’m sorry’ but won’t make eye-contact

-Ex: Silent treatment

4.
Use I-statement

-I statement take responsibility for one’s emotions rather than placing the blame 
on the other which arouses defensiveness.


-Say, “I was worried when you didn’t come home when you said you would” 
instead of “Why are you so late?”


5.
Choose the time and place carefully

-Some people will bring up arguments at bed time or when the other is working


-Some partners neg. gripe hours

6.
Try to focus the anger on specific issues

-Avoid ‘gunnysacking’ (i.e., bringing up past unresolved issues into the current 
conflict)
7.
Ask for a specific change, but be open to compromise

-Complainers should be ready with a solution but should be open to partners 

solutions.

8.
Be willing to change yourself

-We have the ideas that we should be able to ‘be ourselves’ or partners should 
accept one another as they are but it an erroneous and harmful point-of-view. 
There are times when we must compromise.
9.
Don’t try to win

-Don’t be competitive and have a win-lose orientation but focus on solving 
problems.
10.
Remember to end the fight

-Happy couples will only fight about the big issues and know when to quit


-Ideally, a fight ends when partners have reached an ideal solution.


-Sometime STOP if it gets too bad.
