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STRENGTHENING 
THE FAMILY WITH A 

FAMILY COUNCIL 

PRACTICAL EDUCATION 
FOR PARENTING 

Bv Kent G. Hamdorf, P, • J 

Lx:tt nsun SpE c iali:;t 
flumcri Rtlutiur:> and 
Family Dev"i<lpmert 

Does your child have equal status with the adults in your 
fami/y'I 

Do you assign chores and times to do them. or does your 
hild h<>/p in the planning? 

Do you try to make decisions about your child's recrea 
tional activities, times to study and what clothing to buy and 
11'ear? 

Do vou treat your child better. worse or about the same as 
you would treat your friend? 

Do you want to create feelings of trust, competency and 
indepE ndrnc€' in your child? 

If vou answer any of the first four questions with a "no,' 
ind ;'1e last question with a ''yes ... you may want to explore 
th · icea o: holding a family council · It is fairly safe to sav that 
people 1,.1,ho live together will have conflicts of interest from 
hmt o tm• The family council serves as a valuable place to 
!is. uss th< se differences. 

What is a Family Council? 
~he family council can best be described by stating what 1t 

1sr:'t A family council is not: 

a discussion meeting around the dir.ner table 
a discussion meeting while driving. 
a meeti'1g calk•d only when there is a problem withi11 th< 
familv 

Th.., family council is: 

a mee•ing of everyone in the family at a designated time 
and place 

- a meeting which has a chairperson and a secretary: each 
family member takes a turn as chairperson (only those 
family members who can read and write take turns being 
secretary). 
a meeting which has fixed rules of procedures. 

The dictionary defines a council as ··an assembly of per 
sons called together for consultation. deliberation or discus
sion'' or "a body of people elected or appointed to serve in an 
administrative legislative or advisory capacity." 

Applying this definition to the term family council,·· the 
definition could read, ''a group of people who live together. 
wheth.cr or not they are related by blood or marriage. The 
group shall have regularly scheduled meetings and operate 

under ru1es agru?d un i~1 adv:md' The 'TIP( trq sha~l ~w .m 
opE n torum at which •i·nP all farnilv rv-ernhe~.., ra'1 speak 
without int.errup• ~ n with freedo • of PxpreS!:'''n wit11out 
fear ot ccms<.qu.·n<0s, and wh: ;out regard for aqe or status. I•s 
ddiberations •es lit m dec1sJ"1 l'niv wher all m• mbe"'s .JrE' 

sent comP to a com: rior mdertand•nq' 1 Drei-<m '·· (; )Uld, 
Cors1n;. ic174:. 

Why Should "Our" Family Have a 
Family Council? 

In ma 1y 'arnihes •ne'111ie~, a·e o'1 the ve•qe d f.., arinq 
war agatr st on 'anoth•'r Negat1v< f~··+ngs arc• so stronglv 'elt 
by sc' ne o th~ tr divid ta', involv< d ha IT' 1•1y IT'emberc 
(kvelo1 alliances with ott. 'r fam,Jv rn nhe::s 1• or1kr to qd 
t'1e'f own wav. lbuallv eaLh persn:1 wi:; c, ~ ornv o e v1ew
poirt as c lIT"t t Sue:. famiLes m1q·1t n.sk Wt 1•'.:; irt it tor 
us'.'" f ie•e are na n1 pnsit ve ">• · i.fb H .•t occur v. ie~e a 
fam~iy u:c..~ s a 'amilv c ounc•l. r:-or exam pk· 

Happiness. Fveryo'1e w:mt'> to he happv In oaJv He 
tempers flare. parent and child shout ba~K a• ea h •th<.r, a11d 
so or F-vervone needs respPlt hut sometimes it is diffic uL o 
g•ve it tu Hwrs. r. >:: ex 1mp'e c pa•ert ··xpec tc, • IE' 'h IC' •q 

respect the •1arent ar:d othC'r dd<""";. but dr tsn t rtal7e t' , 

tre ,·hild is E"qually Wl•rt1w ot resr ,,r• W! er -1 pnrert >h• ws 
respect to th~ ch;lc then is hanrom; ,•nd, from th -i.t, ha pp· 
ness 

Efficiency .. A positiw mitC<>me of the famHv unr c ii 1s that 
family business can be done more qu;ckly, simply an.J effi 
ciently Every family has many tasks and ruks to observe 
both for dailv living and for long range goals. A primary 
function o{ the family council is for all family members to 
discuss who is responsible for specific tasks in the home and 
how the tasks are to be distributed. The goal is more equality 
in resp• ms1bilitv and the assignment of tasks appropriatf' for 
pl!ople :nvolved 

When the family council functions well. work gets done 
without nagging and family members can enjoy each (>tiier. 
Talk bewPen family members is pleasant and rnmplirnen 
tary Probably the biggest payoff is the family coopera•es in 

the iob of keeping the home running smoothh.' 
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Communication. Much useless talk disappears when a 
family council is functioning well. Useless talk such as nag
ging, complaining, scolding, screaming and threatening are 
not needed because each family member is aware of what will 
happen if everyone does not perform agreed-upon tasks. 
Instead, there is friendly conversation and willingness to share 
ideas or discuss problem situations. 

Less Need for Punishment. As family members become 
more and more adept at using the family council, the need for 
punishing or disciplining the child lessens because: 

1. The child discovers misbehavior is not necessary in order 
to get the parent's attention. 

2. Family members are more trusting and cooperative. 
An accurate way to rate the success of the family council is 

to ask, "Did I decide?" If "I" decided, chances are it is likely 
that one or both parents pushed through a decision without 
general agreement from all members. On the other hand if, in 
the family council, "it was decided," chances are that all 
family members joined in reaching agreement. 

What is the Purpose of the Family 
Council? 

The family council is a way for family members to discuss 
anything of common concern and importance to each family 
member and to the family as a group. It is a way for family 
members to enjoy one another, as well as a way to achieve 
mutual equality and respect among all family members. The 
family council helps each member feel involved in the family. 
Most important, it creates the feeling that each person's opin
ion is valuable and necessary in order for the family to func
tion smoothly. 

What are Family Council Concerns? 
Typically a family council meeting is concerned with all of 

the relationships and business affecting the family. Some of 
the concerns a family council may include are: 

1. Information. Family council meetings are a time when 
members can discuss coming events, plans for fun or work, 
changes in living arrangements, vacation, planned visits and 
progress, and achievement by individual family members. 

2. Problem Solving. The family council provides a chance 
to discuss and review individual and family problems in a 
setting less crisis-oriented. It allows for freedom of discussing 
problems in a sensible and thought-provoking manner, at the 
same time allowing family members to be creative thinkers in 
problem solving. Family members have an opportunity to 
become more aware of how others feel about the issue being 
discussed. Problems are solved through discussion which 
enables each member to listen, talk, think and finally to reach 
agreement with each other. Problems are not solved by 
arguing, nagging or condemning one another. 

3. Planning and Decision Making. The old cliche, "a 
person learns best by experience," applies to the family 
council. The parent who allows the child to participate in 
decision-making soon learns the child will cooperate more 
readily. Discussion can be time-consuming, but the decisions 
reached will be more acceptable to all family members. 

4. Family Involvement. In every family there are certain 
daily, monthly, seasonal and yearly tasks to be performed in 
order for the family to run smoothly. Frequently these tasks 
are performed by only one or two family members. For 
example the "super mother" often takes on all the respon
sibilities of cleaning, cooking and sewing, and deprives the 
other family members of learning new skills. At the same time 
"Super Mom" feels that she is doing it all, and no one cares 
about how hard she works. Through a family council, family 
members can discuss what tasks need to be done, who will 
and how to do them, how to share responsibilities, make 
decisions and cooperate in carrying out the tasks. 

5. Sound Off and Airing of Concerns. Family life can 
produce anxiety, tension and disagreement. At a family 
council, each family member can discuss what is dissatisfying 
within the family, and make known desired changes. This can 
eliminate bickering back and forth in the family. When com
plaints do arise during the week, they can be deferred for 
discussion at the next family council, or if the situation is 
serious enough, an emergency family council can be called. 

6. A Social Learning Experience. Through the interac
tions of family members, a child develops opinions of self and 
social relationships. The family council is a good means for 
developing independent persons who care and are con
cerned about others. The family council provides the child 
with a learning environment for developing social interest, 
cooperation and the capacity to give and take in an orderly 
way. 

How Do Families Start Family Councils? 
Probably most important when starting a family council is 

"openness." Think, "How can we, as a family, go about this 
together?" rather than, "Now you've all come to the meeting 
I planned!" Following are some key points to starting a family 
council: 

1. Set date and time of meeting. The family council 
should meet periodically, perhaps once a week or three times 
each month. A time should be found when all family mem
bers can be present. It is important that a family council 
meeting be held on a planned basis, not just whenever some
one wants to call a meeting or when things seem to be going 
wrong. If a family council is called only when things go wrong, 
too much negativism enters in and is destructive to the pur
pose and intent of the council. 

DEc1s10N MAKING 
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2. Attendance. All family members are invited, not re
quired, to attend the family council. Any member may 
choose not to attend or to leave the meeting. However, those 
not attending should know that family decisions will be made 
regardless of the number of family members present. This 
should not be given as a threat, but rather as a natural and 
logical consequence of a given happening. 

At the first meeting each member will probably want to 
know, "What's in it for me?" "What kinds of decisions will be 
made?" "What will happen if I don't attend?" Given these 
questions and the background of material you have, you'll be 
able to handle your family council meeting successfully. 

3. Who is included? Everyone who lives in the household 
should be included and on an equal basis. As a rule of thumb, 
a child who can use words is able to participate effectively in 
the family council. What about an elderly person or some 
non-family member living in the household? This person, 
too, should be included in and listened to in the family 
council. 

4. Who should preside and who should take notes? Each 
meet\.ng needs a. c.na.\rpetson and a. sec.teta.~. "These oi.nc.es 
are usually held by a parent until all family members feel at 
ease with the family council. Then offices can be rotated so 
each family member has a chance to be chairperson. 

5. Order. Order is as important to a family council as it is in 
any other meeting. If anyone misbehaves to such a degree as 
to make meetings unpleasant, or if anyone becomes suffi
ciently annoyed, that person can leave. Remember, the pur
pose of the family council is to discuss concerns in a sensible 
and clear manner. If a member disturbs the meeting, the 
chairperson has the responsibility to ask that person to be
have; if that person does not behave, then anyone annoyed 
can leave. It is very important to point out here that a member 
cannot be expelled from a meeting because of unpleasant 
behavior. 

6. Procedures. The family council should be considered an 
open forum with complete freedom of expression. Any family 
member is allowed to express an opinion, and no one can 
quiet the person who has the floor. It is important for family 
members to help that person clarify situations. Every member 
should have a tum. A family member who wishes to speak is 
to be acknowledged by the chairperson. A person should be 
especially aware not to interrupt, correct, criticize or expand 
on a child's comments. 

The family council is not a time to preach, scold or other
wise dominate the meeting. It is a meeting where one can 
express opinions on an equal basis with everyone else. 

7. Issues. The family council should be open for grie
vances, issues, problems and any matters of common con
cern that affect the family. The family council should not be 
used for family members to settle personal quarrels. The 
general rule to follow is that any member except the chairper
son may bring up a subject to discuss. Other members may 
object if they feel the subject doesn't affect the whole family. 
The chairperson rules on whether or not this is admissable for 
discussion. 

8. How to Decide. The general rule of thumb for making 
decisions in the family council is consensus. Issues should be 
discussed to reach a consensus in the same manner that labor 
and management negotiate their contracts. If unanimity is not 
possible, the issue should be tabled until the following meet
ing. 

General Rules for a Family Council 
The family member who is interested in developing demo

cratic relationships and who is best able to demonstrate pati
ence and empathy when things do not go as planned should 
conduct the first meeting. This family member should be able 
to see others' points of view and to help in reaching 
agreements. The chairperson's duties involve: 

- beginning and closing the family council meeting on time. 
(Maximum length for a family council meeting, one 
hour.) 

- deciding who has the floor. 
- keeping order so everyone can be heard. 
- encouraging each person to speak 
- helping the group focus on the topic and the issue, not 

permitting the topic to be changed until full discussion 
and some resolution of the issue is made. 

Rules for the family council should be kept simple. If family 
members keep in mind that a purpose of the family council is 
to expedite communications between members and not to 
teach how to run a meeting, the family council concept will 
flourish. In order to help in establishing a family council, the 
following guidelines may be useful: 

1. A family member is allowed the floor by being recog
nized by the chairperson. 

2. A person who has the floor cannot be interrupted by 
other family members. 

3. Members of the family should restate what was pre
sented by a speaker. (This helps to improve responsive listen
ing skills.) 

4. The person who has the floor is asked to comment on 
the points or issue being discussed. It should be understood 
that new topics are not to be started unless the concern being 
discussed is resolved. 

5. Family decisions can be made that influence other family 
members who are absent. However, these decisions should 
not be a plot to punish those not attending. 

6. An emergency or cancellation of a family council meet
ing requires the unanimous decision of all family members. 

7. There should be no attempt to pressure, impose or bribe 
one person's ideas onto another person. 



8. Minutes should be kept and posted in several places 
around the home. 

Remember, the interaction of family members change over 
time, so may rules or guidelines that govern the family coun
cil. All rules or guidelines need to be examined and re
evaluated from time to time. 

The following is an example of how the Ross family mem
bers used their family council. The purpose of this meeting 
was the distribution of household tasks and chores. John, the 
oldest son, was the chairperson. He asked for various ways to 
handle this concern. Susan, the middle daughter, suggested 
that each person prepare a list of all the tasks and chores that 
needed to be done. Once the list was prepared, each family 
member then could select specific tasks in order to contribute 
to the welfare of the family. 

Mother asked, ''What about the unpleasant tasks like carry
ing out the garbage?" They all thought for awhile. Finally Joe, 
the youngest son, said, "Maybe on those unpleasant tasks we 
could all take turns." That seemed agreeable to all. Each 
member of the family then made up a list of things which 
would contribute to the welfare of the household. Once this 
was done each person agreed to be responsible for specific 
tasks and chores. Each member told how those tasks would 
be carried out. Consequences of not completing the task 
were discussed last. 

In this family, both children and parents participated in 
deciding on a fair way to distribute household tasks and 
chores. Each person felt a need to fulfill agreed-on tasks, 
chosen freely without nagging, yelling or screaming. A spirit 
of good will and a feeling of equality existed in this family and 
carried over into the family council and into everyday life. 

Getting Off to a Good Start 
1. A parent should make sure each family member agrees 

with and understands the concepts of the family council. 
2. A parent should inform everyone of intentions to start a 

family council and invite others to join. 
3. A parent must realize that self-interest presents the 

greatest hazard to the family council because the parent may 
attempt to use it for personal purposes. 

4. The date and time should be established for the first 
meeting. 

5. At the agreed-on time, the family council meets; anyone 
not showing up should not be reminded of the meeting. 

6. The first meeting should address itself to such organiza
tional details as who should be secretary, and chairperson; 
how often to meet; how long meetings should last; and what 
kinds of things should be discussed. A parent should feel free 
to give some opinion about procedures, but the ultimate 
decision should be based on concensus. 

Other points to ponder: 

1. How should absences be handled? 
2. How long should discussions be held? 
3. What if a decision is absolutely unacceptable to a 

member? 
4. Should parents make decisions that could possibly wait 

until the next family council? 

A good way to end a family council meeting is with some 
family fun, perhaps with a special treat served afterward. 

Hazards to Consider in a Family Council 
The family council does have some hazards, for example: 

- a dominating father or mother. 
- a parent who complains too much during sessions and 

uses the family council to manipulate children. 

- a meeting that does not begin on time. 
- a parent who avoids attendance. 
- a parent who makes decisions that should be made at the 

family council. 
- decisions that are not upheld. 
- sessions that are cancelled because there's "nothing to 

bring up." 
- persons who become discouraged when consensus is not 

reached immediately. 

The family council has tremendous potential for improving 
family relationships. It requires time, effort, involvement and 
a personal commitment by all members, but the rewards are 
far-reaching. 



1 scheduled with 
take 

to 
The family provides a place 
-share information 

problems 
-plan and make decisions. 
-involve family members and 

ness. 
-air concerns and complaints. 
-learn how to interact in groups. 

purpose is to 
and 

about family together-

3. The roles chairperson and secretary should be rotated. 
4. Parents should model the communication skills responsive 

listening, responsive-I-messages, conflict resolution. 
5. AH family members participate as equals. 
6. The family council is to resolve problems and/ or concerns, it is 

not a gripe session. 
Focus should be on what the group can do rather than on 
what one individual can do. 

8. The family council should start on time and end on time. 
9. Each family council meeting should include: 

-reading minutes from the previous meeting. 
-discussing any unresolved issues and/ or problems carried 

over from the last meeting. 
-evaluating any changes needed in the decisions made from 

the previous week's decisions. 
-bringing up new business. 
-summarizing points and clarifying comments made during 

this meeting. 
-planning for family fun. 

10. Parents should refuse to make decisions for the family that can 
be settled at the family council. 



Probabl1J the most·~,"~,~~·"' advire 1?v13r 

is to establish a cuunc1! Ho\~ever 
understand the counc1i one should 

hazards To succeed the COUnL,l must v1.1·~•UI<; 
democratic 

don t allow youi self as a 
your to g;ve up the idea a family council 

farrnly council something new to the child a 
change in the game 1e:vh1ch may not be liked There may 
be a desire to return to the 1 ules of how to the game 
before the family council IA·as m!:.tltuted If you in the 
family council idea stick with it others will suddenly realize 
that this is the real vvay of parlmpatmg m dec1s1ons 

1. Barber Kenneth E The Family Councli Washington 
State Extension Service PNW Bulletm 127 1972 

2. Dmkmeyer Don and McKay Gary D Raising A Respon
sible Child New York Simon & Schuster 1973 

3. Dre1kurs Rudolf Gould Shirley and Corsini Raymond 
The Family Council Chicago Henry Regnery Co 197 4 

To Think About and To Talk About
For Discussion 
l, What 1s the author's defm1tion of the Family Counc1P 

2. Why 1s the Family Council important to family members? 

3, What is the purpose of the Family Council? 

4. Why 1s 1t important to hold regularly scheduled family 
council meetings? 

6 Hm one go about ::.ett itg ip a 'drT c.011 

7. \Vhat 
Family 

8. Hnw does o'le estahhsh a Farr l~ C,_ unc11 f tl e spous-: 1s 

9 

10. 

a 
are necessary tor 

11. What a1e some commori rrnstahes or hdL::l.rds to be 
aware of in the 

12. How does a 
start? 

off to a 

Mr and Mrs Smith have four children Wayne 12 
11, Rita 8 and Bill 5 The family has decided to use 
family council to plan what to do for vacation 

Wayne and Judy have decided they want to go to a 
that offers swimming and fishing, but Rita wants to go some 
place that has a lot of crafts Mother and Dad would prefer to 
go somewhere that offers golf and tenrns To date they have 
not come to a dec1s1on 

Answer the following questions m relation to v.. hat you 
have read about the family council 

1. What gwdehnes would you recommend in order for the 
Smith family to have a good expenence with their fllst meet
ing? 

2. How would you go about resolving the problem of a 
family vacation? 

3. Do you foresee any problems m using the family council 
for the first time m planning a family vacati.on? 

At-Home Activity 
Plan and conduct a family council at home this week 



(Place a check marh Lrs:de ihe conrnrn(<,) you cons1de1 r!'ost unacceplcthle ) 

__ Talking Lec!urmg 

---~Stanng Nagging 

____ G1vmg Orders Commands 

·--···-Getrmg Pmgn, 

____ Anal~zmg 

--··--Pum~hmg Ri.1movmg 
Pnv1h2.ges Shairmn~:; 

3 l behi.1ve that dunng th<' past W• ek m my own parcnt--ch1ld relationsh:p l 

Acted More Calmly 

Acted Instead o! Reacted 

Listened 

Acted Firmly and Kindly 

Encouraged Rather than 
Discouraged 

Comrnumcated Love and 
Mutual Respect 

Withdrew From Conflict That 
Didn't Involve Me 

More Lm ! Aboot th• Sam• 

l 

4 The Atmosphe1e m our family has changed to one of 

More Less About the Same 

Fnendliness 

Coopera!lon 

Mutual Respect 

Understanding 

Tension and Stnfe 

Involvement 

5 Thi> week I !eam<?d 

6. l plan to change my parent-child behavior by 

. ____ Threaten•ng Yelling 

Warn1rig 

--·-··Ct1hc1z,ng 

____ Other ______ _ 

Used Natural and Logical 
Consequences 

Stimulated Independence 

Used Rallonal Thmkmg 

Stimulated Responsible 
Decision Making 

Enioyed My Parent-Child 
Relationship 

Took Time For Myself 

Self-Discipline 

Planning and Worktng 
Together 

Fun With Family Members 

Distrust 

Confusion 

More 

More 

less j About the Same 

l 

I 
I 
I 

Less I About the Same 
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