
  

 

Our society thrives on strong 
families.  

Our family teaches us how to function 
in the world.  It should provide love 
and warmth to all of its members.  A 
strong family gives its members the 
support they need to make it through 
life’s toughest spots. 

 
Strong families have good 
communication.  

Strong families have open lines of 
communication -- where all family 
members feel heard and respected.  
One of the best ways to strengthen 
your family is to increase your 
listening skills and those of other 
family members.  Until we can hear 
each other, we cannot build strong 
relationships. 

 
To build strong family 
relationships, listen actively to 
each other.    

• Give the person your full attention,              
turn off the TV or put down what 
you are doing.   

• Focus on what the person is telling 
you -- rather than thinking about 
your reaction or response to what is 
being said.  (There will be time for 
that.)  

• Listen for how the other person is 
feeling and relay back to them what 
you think they were saying and how 
they are feeling.  “I hear you saying 
that you don’t like your sister.  You 
look pretty mad.  Did something 
happen?”   

• Resist giving advice or your reaction 
until you are certain you have fully 
understood what the person was 
saying to you. 

 
 
 

Building Strong Family Relationships 
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Use “I” messages rather than 
“You” messages when talking.   

I messages are more difficult because 
they require us to be clear about our 
own thoughts and feelings.  They, 
however, increase the chances that our 
message will be heard and decrease the 
chances that a fight will begin. 

 
“I don’t like all this fighting.  It 
upsets me to see the two of you 
not getting along.”  
Rather than “ What’s wrong with 
the two of you?  You’re making 
me crazy!  Can’t you ever get 
along?”     

 
Teach everyone in your family to talk 
with “I” messages as much a possible.  
You are much more likely to resolve 
problems when the focus is on behaviors 
and how those behaviors are affecting 
you or the family. 
 
“You” messages should be discouraged 
because they often lead to bad feelings 
and increased fighting.  “You” messages 
seldom resolve the problem. 

 

Encourage all family members to 
share their thoughts and feelings.   

Strong families allow all family members 
-- no matter how young or small -- to 
talk about their thoughts and feelings.  
This does not mean that members are 
not respectful of one another,  but 
rather that feelings and ideas are 
respected.  Everyone should be 
expected to express themselves in 
appropriate ways -- such as with “I” 
messages.  When people feel heard and 
respected, they feel better about 
themselves, are more open to solving 
problems, and are more likely to allow 
others to express themselves.  

  
Strong families spend time together. 

In today’s busy world it can be difficult 
for families to find time to be together.  
All relationships need attention -- and 
this includes the family as a whole.   
 
Family rituals can offer a set time for 
families to get together and give each 
other the attention that is needed.  A 
family ritual is simply a time that is set 
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aside on a regular basis for a family 
to get together.  This can mean having 
dinner together, celebrating a holiday 
together, going to church together, or 
just going for a walk together every 

week.  It is important that the family 
ritual be predictable and that other 
activities are not allowed to upset it.   

 
Family rituals help define who is in our 
family and who we are as a family.   It 
allows time for the family to get 
together, to share experiences with 
one another, and to reconnect with 
each other.  Knowing that the family 
will have time together can help us 
deal with those times when we are 
apart.  Even though parents may work, 
children can know that each evening, 
each weekend (or whenever works for 
your family) they will have some 
“special time” with you.   
 

Every child is special and every 
child needs some special time when 

he can have his parent all to 
himself.  

Giving your child some “special time” 
helps develop a close relationship with 
your child.  Consider setting aside 
some time -- perhaps 15 minutes -- 
for each child each week.  (Better 
yet, 15 minutes each day, if that is 
possible.)  Make it a predictable ritual 
so that the child can depend on it and 
look forward to this time with you.  Be 
sure that this “special time” is not 
easily interrupted by other activities.  
For example, don’t answer the phone 
during this time. 
 
Allow your child to help you decide 
how to spend this time.  You could 
read books, sing songs, go for a walk, 
play a game -- or whatever your child 
enjoys.  The more you are able to 
spend “special time” with your child 
the stronger your relationship will be.  
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Look for opportunities to connect 
with your child.   

Although setting aside time with 
your child is important, also look 
for small moments that you can use 
to connect with your child.  You 
can make up stories together while 
doing chores, talk about concerns 
while on the way to the grocery 
store, read a book together while 
waiting for dinner to finish.  We 
often think we have to wait for our 
“special time” but all these small 
moments help us stay connected in 
between the more scheduled 
times. 

 
Strong families handle their 
conflict fairly.  
 All families have conflict – it’s a 

natural part of human 
relationships.  Strong families are 
able to work through fights and 
disagreements by focusing on the 
problems, rather than by “tearing 
each other down.”  

 
 

Keys to Fair Fighting 
 

Stay focused on the behavior or 
problem.  Use “I” messages to 
express your thoughts and 
feelings about the problem.   For 
example, if you and your child 
are arguing about bedtime, you 
could say “I get angry when you 
continue to argue with me even 
after I’ve told you my decision.  
I want you to go to bed now.” 
instead of “You never listen to 
me.  Go to bed now or I’ll spank 
you.” 

 
Stay focused on the present 

problem.  Do not bring up old 
issues and problems.  These only 
distract from the present issue.  
You can discuss them later. 

 
 
Respect each other’s right to 

safety.  Fights should never 
become violent.  When people are 
so angry that they feel like 
hitting one another or throwing 
things,  then the discussion 
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should be stopped.   Agree to get 
together to talk again after everyone 
has had a chance to calm down. 

 
Use your problem solving skills to 

create new solutions to the 
problem and teach your kids 
to think of ways to resolve 
conflict.  It is not useful to fight 
about what isn’t working.  Instead, 
focus on what has worked in the past 
or what could work now.   

 
For bedtime problems, you could try 
saying, “I am tired of always arguing 
with you about your bedtime.  Let’s 
come up with some new ways that you 
can get to bed without all this hassle.”  
Then you and your child could think of 
some solutions and decide which one 
to try.  The more you include your 
child, the better problem solver he 
will be -- and the more likely to follow 
through with the plan.  

  
Strong Families Develop Trust.  

Strong, healthy families recognize the 
importance of developing trust.  Trust 
is the glue that holds relationships 
together.  

 
Some ways to develop trust in your 
family are: 
• Give your child opportunities to 

earn your trust.  Let her do small 
tasks around the house and praise 
her for doing it on her own. 

 
• Show your child that you can be 

trusted.  Children need to know 
that they can count on what their 
parents say.  Follow through with 
the things you promise to do. 

• Allow people in your family  
 to make amends.  We all make 
 mistakes. Teach your child to 
 forgive and allow yourself to 
 forgive others.  Holding on to past 
 hurts often only hurts us. 
 
• Teach everyone how to say “I’m 

sorry.”  Taking responsibility for our 
good and our bad behaviors is important 
and helps to develop trust.  People learn 
to trust that they can be loved even 
though they are not perfect.  

 
Have a good month! 
 
 
Patricia Tanner Nelson, Ed.D. 
Extension Family & Human Development Specialist 
 
Dr. Elizabeth Park, graduate of the Department of 
Individual and Family Studies, University of Delaware, 
was a major contributor to this issue. 
 
 
 
 
 



  

 

Want more information? Visit the Extension Cord 
at http://ag.udel.edu/extension/fam/— Extend-
ing the University to YOU!   
 
Or contact your county Extension office: New 
Castle:  461 Wyoming Road, Newark, DE 
19716-1303, Tel. 302-831-8965; Kent:  69 Trans-
portation Circle, Dover, DE 19901, Tel. 302-
730-4000; Sussex:  Research & Education Cen-
ter, 16684 County Seat Hwy., Georgetown, DE 
19947, Tel. 302-856-7303.  
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March 8 and June 30, 1914. It is the policy of the 
Delaware Cooperative Extension System that no 
person shall be subjected to discrimination on 
the grounds of race, color, sex, disability, age or 
national origin. 
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