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Building Family Connections
at a Distance
One of the biggest factors that makes it challenging
for family members to feel connected today is found
in one word - distance. We live in a mobile society
today. Adult children move to where jobs are located.
Planes, trains, and automobiles make it common
to travel hundreds of miles. Distance from one
another as family members too often means that
you miss the little moments that build lasting family
connections.

How is it possible, then, to build family connections at
a distance? Most persons suggest one of the most
important parts of family life is “feeling connected”
to the other members of the family. For a mother,
this might mean snuggling with a young child.
For a grandparent, this might mean taking a walk
down the road with a grandchild. Finding ways
to foster such connections is important to happy
family relationships.

One family life educator has written, “Relationships
with children are like plants, they need constant
nourishing. At home, this type of activity comes
easily through the activities and time spent with
your children. When you are away this becomes
more difficult to accomplish.” Distance can be a
barrier to family connections.

At times, parents may be separated from children
due to divorce, business travel, military service, or
other circumstances. Even more common is the fact
that many older persons are separated from family
members they love by distance. Mothers may seldom
see adult sons who live and work two states away;
grandfathers may have few chances to tell a story or
go fishing with grandchildren who live too far away.

This lesson is about the importance of family
connections and practical ways to build long
distance family relationships. What are your ideas?

Tips on Building Long
Distance Connections
It takes time and effort to build and maintain relation-
ships at a distance. Take advantage of the following
tips that provide ideas for helping with long distance
family connections.

1. Establish regular routines for connection

Relationships among family members are built
on a foundation of security and trust. Often, such
security is felt and connections are strengthened
as people share regular and meaningful routines
with each other. People want patterns of interac-
tion and traditions that they can depend on.North Dakota State University
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Distance changes normal interaction patterns.
When you don’t live nearby or together as family
members, little things like breakfast patterns, trips
to the grocery store, regular family meals and
evening chats may quickly dissolve or disappear.

Take stock of the meaningful routines you have
shared in the past with family members and try
to find ways to continue some of them. Then,
think about new patterns or routines you can
establish that will help you and other family
members to feel connected. A few ideas to
get you started might include:

• Go for a breakfast or lunch date to a familiar
spot each week or as possible when you
get together on a regular basis. Make this
“your spot.”

• Set aside a specific time each day or week to
make a phone call to the family members you
want to connect with. They will count on hearing
from you.

• Participate in an activity that allows you and
other family members to share, such as trading
recipes, collecting pins, or reading books and
discussing them “at a distance.”

• Send regular mail or e-mail messages often.
Take time to drop a postcard in the mailbox.
Encourage the family member to write back.

• Make an effort to learn what is happening in
the lives of those you love. Support and ask
about their activities.

• Do specific things each time you are together
that create connection. Such activities might
include shopping together, eating out at a
favorite place, etc.

2. Take the initiative

Have you ever waited for someone to get in
touch with you . . . and waited . . . and waited . . .
and waited? Life is too short for such a wait.
It is important to take the initiative in connecting
with other family members at a distance. This
may mean starting a family newsletter, making
a regular phone call, planning a family reunion
or vacation, or arranging for a family photo.
Can’t get together? Have each person send one
photo and then cut them out and paste them all
together — at least it’s a start! Being creative and
willing to take the initiative is important if you are
going to build family connections at a distance.

3. Brainstorm creative activities from a distance

It is important to be together as family members.
However, when that is not possible, it’s also
important to realize that there are many ways
to be “together” even when you’re apart! Many
activities can be shared if you brainstorm what
you might do.

Some examples will be discussed later in the
lesson, but consider the following ideas about
sharing activities “from a distance”:

• Pick a favorite recipe. Send a copy to your
daughter-in-law, niece, or grandchild. Buy the
ingredients and plan to each make it at the
same time. Call on the phone and talk as you
make it. Enjoy dessert together!

• Select a favorite children’s book. Tape record
yourself reading it from beginning to end. Send
it to your grandchildren and encourage them to
record their reactions after listening to it and
send them to you.

• Decorate a white pillow cover with messages
from you. Give it as a gift to a family member
so they can use it on a pillow and sleep
“close to you” each night.

These types of ideas require some effort and
creativity. But if you live at a distance from
someone you care for and would like to connect
with, such activities can make a meaningful
difference in your family relationships.

4. Work to maintain relationship satisfaction

Pay attention to how distance is making you
feel about the relationship. It is easy to become
discouraged, angry, or tired from the effort
of making long distance family connections.
Such feelings can make it much more difficult
to connect with those you care about.

Some things you can do to maintain relationship
satisfaction include:

• Cultivating appreciation for the opportunities
you do have to be together.

• Making a sincere and consistent effort to stay
connected despite the distance.

• Developing relationships and activities in
your own community that help to provide a
meaningful life.

• Being patient during times when family
members are not attentive or consistent.



Geographic distance can already be a barrier to
positive relationships. Strive to make sure that
emotional distance does not also undermine
family relationships.

5. Take advantage of technology

Cell phones, e-mail, and other technologies
make communication at a distance much easier
today — take advantage of the opportunities!
Learning how to use different tools for
long-distance communication can cost you
some time, effort, and money, but the results
are often well worth the price.

Some of the tools that you might consider
learning more about and using to make long
distance connection more easy include:

• Cell phones – The cell phone is transportable
and gives you the ability to share with someone
while you are shopping for groceries, watching
a sports event, or even sitting in the dentist’s
office!

• E-mail – Electronic mail over the computer and
the Internet allows you to exchange information
at low cost and daily. You can even “visit” back
and forth at the same time in a chat room or by
using “instant messaging” computer programs.
You can send messages, pictures, and other
things this way.

• Videotape – Use a video camera or ask your
family members to use one to record events
that you would like to see. Ask them to send
them to you on a regular basis so you can
share with them.

• Videoconference – A video camera on your
computer makes it possible to talk together
face to face even though you are thousands
of miles apart!

These and many other electronic technologies
make it possible to maintain connections and
communication with family members at a distance
in ways that were never before possible.

Brainstorming Long Distance
Connections
If you live at a distance from family members you
want to remain close to, essentially what you need
is ideas — lots of ideas — that you can use to
stay connected.

The Learning Activity (Handouts #2 and #3) for
this lesson engages you in examples of things that
you might do to connect at a distance with family
members. However, there are also some good
resources for this topic.

The National Long Distance Relationship Building
Institute has a series of activities handbooks
that have been developed to provide ideas for
long distance relationships. These activities
handbooks focus on fathers, mothers, couples,
and grandparents. There is also a website for this
organization; it lists a weekly e-mail reminder service
with ideas that can be practiced. This information is
provided below.

Each one of us needs someone who is there for us
through the good times and the bad times, the ups
and downs of life, the moments that we want to share
with someone else. Although living at a distance
makes this more challenging, it is still possible to
share our experiences. With a little extra effort and
creativity, you can stay connected and keep the
memories alive in your family relationships.



Resources Available
The National Long Distance Relationship Building
Institute has the following activities handbooks:

• Grandparenting From a Distance

• Dads at a Distance

• Moms Over Miles

• Long Distance Couples

These activities handbooks can be ordered by calling
toll-free and ordering at (866) 321-2665.

They can be located on the Internet and purchased
at www.Amazon.com or www.barnesandnoble.com

They can also be purchased by sending $4.95 plus
$1.55 to A&E Family Publishers, PO Box 51073,
Provo, UT 84605.

The website to access for further information on
these resources is:

www.fambooks.com/

Another good resource is the book While We’re Apart
by Carole Gesme. It is a workbook filled with ideas
and activities for creating and maintaining closeness
and communication with a child or children when
separated from them, whether you are a parent,
grandparent, etc. It can be purchased for $9.95 or
two for $16.95 from:

I Wanna Be Me
112 Edgewood Court
Wayzata, MN 55391
Phone (952) 938-9163
Fax (952) 935-2038
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