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Keys to Good Family
Communication
Good communication has been called “the lifeblood
of any meaningful, close relationship.” Communica-
tion itself is the foundation of our interactions with
others. It can take the form of a smile, a handshake,
a kind word, an angry stare, a tearful good-bye,
a wink across the room, or a warm conversation.
All of these words and actions combine to send
a message — to communicate.

Research on strong family relationships has
consistently shown that good family communication
is one of the cornerstones of a healthy family life.
To strengthen family communication we need to
understand what communication is and how to
make it better.

Communication is the process or way we
transfer information from one person to
another so that it is received and understood.
Real, genuine communication makes it possible for
family members to feel cared for and listened to and
assures them that their thoughts and ideas have
been clearly understood. Healthy communication

is like safe, effective travel — it depends on reading
signs correctly and sending clear signals.

Communication in family relationships is not only
about what we say or suggest, but about how we say
it and the strategies we use to send our messages.
It has been said that you cannot not communicate.
In other words, even if you are sitting in a corner
and not talking to other family members, you are
still sending a message — such as “Leave me alone.”
John Gottman, a leading expert on family relation-
ships, has found that a key difference in healthy
versus unhealthy relationships is the amount of
positive rather than negative interactions that take
place. Strengthening family communication so that
it is consistently open, positive and meaningful is
important for building better family relationships.
What can you do to improve family communication?

A Communication Story
Shingles
A construction worker approached the reception
desk in a doctor’s office. The receptionist asked
him why he was there. “I have shingles,” he said.
She took down his name, address, medical
insurance number, and told him to have a seat.

Fifteen minutes later a nurse came out and asked
him what he had. “Shingles,” he replied. She took
down his height, weight, and a complete medical
history and told him to wait in the examining room.

A half hour later, a nurse came in and asked him
what he had. “Shingles,” he replied again. She took
his blood pressure and temperature, then told him to
sit on the table and wait for the doctor.

An hour later, the doctor came in and asked him
what he had. He said, “Shingles.”
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The doctor said, “Where?” He said, “Outside in the
truck. Where do you want me to put them?”

Questions to consider include:

• What went wrong with the communication in this
story?

• What could have been done to understand him
better?

• What could the worker have done to be better
understood?

To make communication work, we have to under-
stand others and be understood.

Sending and Receiving
Messages in Communication
Communication rests upon effectively sending
and receiving messages. To reach a destination,
we must understand the signs and follow clear
signals. Effective communication is similar. The
messages sent must be heard and understood.
It is like traveling on a two-way street.

Communication –
a two-way street
Communication is like a two-way
street with lots of traffic signs and
billboards. This means:

• Two or More People – Each person involved
needs to both talk (or send messages) and listen
(or receive messages). This means taking turns,
being patient, not doing two things at once, etc.

• We Must Read the Signs on the Street –
The “signs” that family members put out on the
road of communication may differ in each family.
Read not only the words, but the body language,
the tone of voice, etc. What means “Stop talking”
or “Please listen” in your family?

• Watch the Traffic – Sometimes the “traffic” on
the road of communication will be slow or negative.
Watch out for times when it will be negative and
avoid them, or be careful not to respond with
“road rage.” Steer so that you get where you
need to go, but try to avoid collisions!

Avoiding negative signals
When we communicate in a negative manner it
is like flashing a warning signal on the road of

communication. It warns others to be careful and
can halt communication. Avoid sending negative
messages such as:

• Frequent or harsh complaints or criticism

• Demanding or controlling comments

• Name-calling or insults

• Accusing or defensive statements

• Avoiding or ignoring a person’s communication

Sending positive messages
Positive communication is a key to healthy family
relationships. Family communication should include
four to five positive interactions for every one
negative interaction to be healthy. Ways to send
positive communication include:

• Giving genuine praise or compliments

• Smiling or expressing verbal appreciation

• Sharing personal feelings or ideas

• Showing interest and personal support

• Being patient and kind

• Expressing affection with a hug, gift, etc.

• Doing an act or deed of kindness

Stop! The art of listening
Listening is perhaps the most important
part of communication. To listen well we
must pay attention to the “Stop” signs —
a person’s need for our attention and the
need to be quiet yourself. Improvement of
listening skills is a dramatic way to improve
communication. Steps in the art of listening include:

• Show you are listening by facing the person,
maintaining eye contact, and expressing interest
in their thoughts and feelings.

• Concentrate on what the person is saying and
what they are trying to communicate. Seek to
understand their feelings.

• Be careful not to interrupt.

• Watch the person’s body language such as facial
expression, tone of voice, posture, etc.

• Actively listen and give feedback by repeating or
paraphrasing what has been said. Follow up with
questions or comments. This lets the person see
you are listening and interested.

Listening is more than just hearing words. It is trying
to understand a person’s message and feelings.
Good listening shows we care.



Tips for Avoiding Traffic
and Solving Problems
with Communication
It is important for spouses, parents, and all family
members to avoid communication “traffic” and
keep lines of communication open with each other.
Sometimes it is hard to begin a conversation,
especially if there are important topics involved.
There are some different ways to keep communica-
tion open and use communication to solve problems.

Go! Fostering open communication
It is important for family members to feel their ideas
will be heard and respected in family communication.
What signals “Go” or that communication will be
welcomed? Open communication is fostered by
respect, honesty, and a caring atmosphere. In fact,
genuine caring is more important to open and
successful communication than any other factor.
Some suggestions for fostering open communication
in your family might include:

• Listen with sensitivity and speak with respect for
feelings when an issue is raised.

• Allow different family members to take the lead
in discussing family concerns.

• Make sure that all family members have a chance
to offer ideas.

• Avoid letting a discussion become a gripe session
that distracts from clear communication.

• Focus on sharing feelings and making suggestions
rather than finding a solution.

You might want to use the NDSU Extension Service
circular FS-522, “Family Communication and Family
Meetings,” to get more ideas about how to foster
open family communication. Creating an atmosphere
of open and positive communication is a critical step
to using communication to resolve concerns.

Defensive driving –
communication and problem solving
Problem solving with communication is like defensive
driving. You can use various approaches to avoid
problems and reach your goal. Some things to
remember when using communication to solve
problems are:

Prepare Ahead of Time
• Make sure you find a good time to talk. Avoid

discussing major concerns late at night or when
hungry, tired or in a hurry. Try to set a place and
time of day that will be free of distractions and
sufficiently private.

• Set a clear agenda. Have a clear idea of what you
wish or need to discuss and avoid other topics.

• Identify the problem or issue of concern. Share
your feelings about what is bothering you and why
you would like to discuss it and find a solution.
Be respectful of others’ feelings and views.

Check Emotional Readiness
• Are you in control of yourself? Find out how you

are feeling and make sure you feel emotionally
ready to discuss the situation.

• Is the other person receptive? Ask yourself
whether others are defensive, preoccupied,
tired or ready to talk about an issue.

• Assess the level of willingness to discuss a
concern and the pace at which it should proceed.
Some issues take time and patience to discuss
or work through.

Work Through the Issue
• Brainstorm together to find ideas and solutions to

a concern. Get a variety of ideas and write them
all down before beginning to make judgments.

• Decide which suggestions are most possible or
desirable, then drop others off the list. Talk about
the possible outcomes for each choice and the
best solution.

• Share your feelings in a healthy and respectful way.
Exchange ideas or preferences. Give the other
person “the floor” to speak while you listen, then
trade off.

• Find a solution that family members can agree on
or compromise to reach a decision. Take steps to
implement it.

• Set a time to follow up and evaluate the decision
made and discuss how it is working.



Ideas for Family
Communication
Good family communication can enhance
understanding, improve personal relationships,
and increase love within the family. But families
must actively seek to communicate regularly and
in a way that is meaningful to them. Using specific
strategies to communicate with each other can
provide the needed motivation to pursue better
efforts at family communication.

Family members, friends, and relatives often enjoy
hearing about one another and sharing information.
However, sometimes the days and weeks pass
quickly by and we do not keep in touch with loved
ones. There are numerous ways to keep in touch —
what is your communication idea?

Evaluate your family communication
Ask yourself or discuss in small groups the following
set of questions:

❑ Do we communicate regularly in our family?

❑ What is preventing us from communication?

❑ What can we do to communicate on a more
regular basis?

❑ Do we know how to use different types of
communication strategies?

Family communication ideas
Today there are many ways to communicate with
family members. Some of the various ideas might
include:

• Letter or Post Card – When was the last time
you wrote someone a letter or sent a postcard just
to get in touch? How can you make this a regular
habit or easier to do?

• Correspondence Bag – If you have something
you’d like to share, such as a photo or newspaper
clipping, simply keep a bag handy and drop the
items in to send out. Send out once a week or once
a month.

• Family Newsletter or “Round Robin” Letter –
Start a family newsletter or send a “round robin”
letter. Send it around to different members of the
family, have them add their own information, and
pass it along until it comes back to you.

• Audio or Video Tape – Would you like to hear
the voice of a child who lives in another state?
Would they like to see you? Turn on the audio or
video tape recorder and share the events of your

week or your thoughts on a recent event. Drop it
in the mail.

• Phone Call – Set an evening each week or
month to call family members and friends you
wish to contact.

• E-Mail – Set up an e-mail account. Learn how to
use the computer to communicate regularly, send
photos, and correspond electronically.

Set goals for family communication
Set goals for regular family communication traditions.
Brainstorm and be as specific as possible about your
strategies.

1. I will communicate . . .

Who __________________________________

How __________________________________

When _________________________________

2. I will communicate . . .

Who __________________________________

How __________________________________

When _________________________________

3. I will communicate . . .

Who __________________________________

How __________________________________

When _________________________________
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