
Doesn’t it make you think about how ‘new rules’ actually spring to life in our homes? 

Rules

Chapter 1:

Act 1, “It wasn’t us, mum”

Mum (Exasperated, red faced and in 
lecture mode)
“Oh, come on… I can’t believe it. This 
makes my blood boil! What were you 
thinking? You weren’t thinking at 
all, were you? Were you? Look at my 
beanbag! You’ve wrecked it and look 
at the mess! Oh yes, you’ll clean up 
every last bit by hand – not with my 
vacuum cleaner. How many times have 
I told you not to hit each other with 
the beanbag? How many times have 
I caught you doing this before? I’ve 
been over and over and over and over 
it with you. It’s as if you don’t hear me, 
don’t respect our things and don’t care. 
I asked all of you to be good while I was  

 

away for those few minutes. I may as 
well have saved my breath! You don’t 
listen – you never do! Abby, what were 
you doing when this happened? You’re 
the oldest. You know I rely on you. I’m so 
disappointed. You’re grounded!”

Abby (Resigned to copping it because 
she’s the oldest)
“Mum, you can’t ground me for this. 
It wasn’t my fault. I was doing my 
homework in my bedroom. I can’t 
watch all of them all the time. I’ve got a 
life you know!”

Caleb (The youngest)
“I didn’t do it, mum”

 
Alex, Ross and Dottie (In unison)
“It wasn’t us, mum”
 
Mum
“Then who’s to blame? Who wants to 
own up!”
(Mum waits for an answer. There’s 
silence. The kids gaze at the floor. No 
answer is forthcoming) 
“Just as I thought! You all know better 
than this. You know this is not on! From 
now on the ‘new rule’ is that none of 
you will come into the lounge room 
ever again. Not for anything or for any 
reason at all. It is strictly and totally out 
of bounds.” (An exasperated mum walks 
away leaving the kids to clean up)

Ingredients:

    Recipe rescue:
 
building rules that work

The scenario…

•   A frazzled parent seeing their 
    child’s  behaviour as; inconsiderate,   
    disobedient or dangerous 
•   A moment of tension that prompts 
    mum or dad to regain control 
•   A parent feeling as though they must 
    take the upper hand by making up  
    new rules ‘on the spot’ 
•   Children switching off their listening 
    and ‘good sense’ because their  
    dignity is being threatened
•   A history of encounters that cause 
    bad feelings and deliver poor  
    outcomes 
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In this instance, 
mum made a ‘new 
rule’ up on the run 
to appease her 
disappointment 
and the annoying 
behaviours she 
was dealing with. 
If we’re honest 
with one another, 
it’s the high stress 
moments that 

have the dimension to wreck our 

best intentions. In an emotionally 
charged state, as we desperately try to 
demonstrate leadership, or reassert our 
authority, the establishment of a ‘new 
rule’ is usually accompanied by at least 
a little yelling, lecturing, preaching, 
martyrdom and complaining at our 
kids. In our heated state we virtually go 
head to head with the kids as if we’re in 
a boxing ring with them. In the sanity of 
this quiet moment our well-developed 
adult logic tells us that this approach is 
completely fruitless.

Did you know that the listening  
capacity of kids only stretches to 
receiving several words in moments 
of high tension? We know that the 
window for them to listen and care is 
very small and even smaller when they 
feel threatened. There is no reaching 
them once their shutters come down! 
What our kids absorb is mum or dad  
nagging or over-reacting again.  The 
rapid rise in our emotion always 
deflects from the heart of the problem 
and how-to find a meaningful solution.

Questions and answers

Q: How many of us have made up a ‘new rule’ for the kids in high stress moments? 
A: Most of us.

Q: So, why do we do it? 
A: It’s spawned by our frustration and a misguided bid to take back control in 
   that moment.

Q: Does the ‘new rule’ then stand the test of time? 
A: No, because usually it’s too strict to police, has no support from anyone and the 
   kids actually enjoy getting around it because they feel thwarted! The hastily made ‘new  
   rule’ rarely gives rise to any constructive changes. 

Isn’t it odd that we know this, but can’t seem to get it right in the moment when it really counts? Yes, great management skills 
are deceptive. There’s so much more to it than knowing what to do.  There’s a considerable divide between those who say they 
have the answers compared to those who have them, and can actually put the skills into place when under pressure.  When 
under pressure, so many of us admit to falling headlong into the obvious pitfalls.

1. A family mission statement 
This captures the positive 
potentials you see in your 
family, and emotional capacity 
you want to develop. It is a 
unique personal description 
of your family. Sounds 
clichéd, right? Suspend your 
judgement for a moment! 

2.  Family meetings
These bring your family 
mission statement to life. 
They provide a forum for 
each family member to raise 
questions, discuss problems, 
celebrate successes and 
forge new directions in the 
company of one another.
 

3.  Family rules (or values)
These are built at the family 
meeting and are based 
on the family mission 
statement. Clarifying rules 
delivers a sense of structure, 
expectation and belonging. 
It makes it clear how-to treat 
and live with one another.

4.  A family motto
This can be the icing on the 
cake. In essence, it sums 
up how a family lives and 
works together. For example, 
“Hansberry’s stick together” 
and “Le Messurier’s never 
give up”.

    Recipe rescue:
 
building rules that work

In this Recipe rescue let’s move beyond the limited idea of making ‘new rules’ up on the run. Instead, let’s become strategic, 
educational and promote four key foundation ideas necessary for every family; 
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A family Mission Statement
 
Yes, we agree it does sounds a little 
USA, rah, rah, rah and corporate, but 
the benefits can’t be dismissed (Covey, 
2004). Its purpose is to help everyone 
move in the same optimistic direction; 
see it as a road map! Get the family 
together and ask the kids; “If a visitor 
came into our house and watched us 
all working together really well, how 
they would describe us and what was 
happening?”

Break this question down into specific 
questions;
 

The answers to these questions are the 
first step towards creating a ‘shared idea’ 
of what your family looks like when it’s  

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
working really well. As the suggestions 
begin, and there will be plenty, start 
to record adjectives and phrases that 
everyone agrees on. Possible ideas 
might include; showing respect, 
love, honesty, care, fairness, giving 
privacy, helping, being kind of one 
another, enjoying spending time 
together, celebrating each other’s 
successes and creating a relaxed 
home where friends are welcome.  
During the discussion, gently and 
wisely, insert several aspects that  
you value;
 

 
Now you have a broad brush stroke of 
what your family thinks matters most. 
 
What’s next? 

1.  For those of you with older children 
the next step is to place their positive 
suggestions, phrases and adjectives 
into brief family statements. Be clever 
here - less is best - so aim at no more 
than five statements that capture your 
mission. Here are five statements we’ve 
drawn out from the ‘shared ideas’; 

Edit your statements until everyone 
agrees with the words, but especially 
with the sentiment. Keep words to a 
bare minimum.

2. For those of you with younger 
children pull out six, seven or eight 
key words from the ‘shared ideas’ 
you generated together. Place these 
(you might like to print them on the 
computer to make them look consistent 
and ‘artistic’) on to a large sheet of 
poster paper - don’t glue them yet! 
Next, ask each family member (adults 
included) to choose one of the printed 
words that is special to them and role-
play how that quality would look in real 
life. Once they have perfected it take a 
photograph of them doing it. Presto, 
you now you have that special family 
quality captured forever! Print the 
photo and place it on the poster next 
to the word. Get the arrangement right 
and glue. Don’t forget to leave space 
at the top of the poster to add your 

Our Mission Statement

Our family values 
truth and trust 

We show responsibility by 
trying to fix our mistakes

We encourage each other

Our kindness glues us together
We listen to each other 
and respect each person’s
thoughts and efforts
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personalised heading… ‘Our Family 
Mission Statement’ or ‘What our family 
is about’ or ‘The Jones’ believe in…’  
and so on.

Finally, purchase a cheap frame and 
frame your family’s mission statement. 
Hang it where everyone can see it, 
including visitors to your home! This 
is an important step because a public 
commitment tends to make each of us 
work a little harder! Once that mission 
statement goes up on the wall, it’s 
up to the grownups to demonstrate 
a commitment by modelling the 
behaviours on it. So, next time you start 
to unravel and your temper begins 
to take off, just wait until you catch a 
glimpse of the Family Mission statement 
from the corner of your eye! Oh, yes, it 
will pull you up. But there’s worse - wait 
until you’re in full flight and one of your 
children innocently reminds you of the 
family mission. It will happen.

Family meetings

We’ve got to jump in fast here. You 
see, family meetings were used by 
Carol and Mike Brady, the fictional 
parents of the ‘Brady Bunch’ (1969-
1974). Sadly, their slick, smarmy sitcom 
approach did irreparable damage to 
this dynamic communication tool. So 
before reading on, let’s cast aside any 
prejudices stemming from the Brady 

Bunch! Family meetings, breathe life 
into the mission statement. Without 
this vehicle - and, it is a vehicle that can 
be constructed to suit your personality 
and your family’s style - the mission 
statement is likely to fade away. Weekly, 
fortnightly or monthly family meetings 
provide a forum for each person to 
raise questions, discuss problems, share 
ideas, celebrate successes and make 
rules in the company of one another. 

A stepped approach to family 
meetings

First, set up a schedule for family 
meetings. Too frequent and people will 
tire of them, too infrequent and you 
run the risk of only calling meeting to 
discuss problems. 
 
Now is the time to fine-tune your 
thinking - family meetings need to 
be enjoyable - not filled with conflict, 
disagreements and more demands.
 
Set aside time after dinner (or even over 
dinner) to discuss how things are going. 
The meeting can be formal or casual.

For formal meetings nominate 
chairperson to help the family move 
through the agenda. Most children 
are capable of this and adore it. In 
fact, your kids are likely to surprise you 
with the skills they’ve already learned 
at school when it comes to running 
and contributing to meetings. Young 
chairpersons and secretaries will of 

course need your support.  Ideally, 
rotate these positions at each meeting 
if you plan to take the formal route.

Younger children always want their 
say straightaway, especially when they 
get excited. To reduce chaos, have the 
speaker hold a talking piece. This might 
be a teddy bear, a soft foam ball or 
whatever is agreed on.  The rule is that 
only the person holding the item can 
speak. 

Consciously divide each family meeting 
into two parts;
 
Part one: 

This is when we purposely breathe 
life into one or more of your Family 
Mission Statements. If, for example, 
‘kindness and helping one another’ is 
on your Mission Statement, begin by 
mentioning when you’ve witnessed 
someone being ‘kind or helpful’. Ask 
each person to acknowledge a time 
when someone was ‘kind or helpful’ 
to them.  The fact is that it’s very 
powerful for kids to know that the 
adults have noticed some of their 
best efforts; it creates a good feeling 
and makes everyone want to pull 
together! 

Don’t shy away from mentioning 
when your own behaviour wasn’t the 
best. Share your mistakes because 
it helps kids to discover that you 
make them too! Allow your children 

our family rules

Listen

say please and thank you

help

SHARE

HUG

love
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to witness you modelling honesty 
and regret. This is perhaps some of 
the most empowering modelling 
grownups can do for kids. Let them 
see you set a new goal and make a 
commitment to improve. This gives 
others the courage to be honest 
about their mistakes.  Remember, 
everything about your child’s 
development is a work in progress. 

Part two 

This part of the meeting concerns 
discussion points. Why not create 
an agenda in advance? One idea is 
to keep the agenda on the fridge or 
pin-up board. Remind the kids  to  
add one or two things they want 
to raise. By doing this, the family 
meeting takes on a structure that 
everyone knows about in advance. 
Resist the urge to put too much on 
the agenda. And, resist the urge to let 
this part of the meeting dominate.  

When someone raises an issue or has 
a complaint, the procedure is that 
they must also suggest a possible 
win/ win solution. Even though you 
may be keen to point out what the 
kids are not doing well, temper your 
impulse to binge on the negatives. 
Family meetings work best with a 
focus on strengths and solutions, 
so show the kids how you remain 
hopeful and positive, even when 
discussing the tough issues.

When it comes to making decisions 
- especially making rules - work 
through consensus rather than a 
majority vote. Majority votes nearly 
always leave someone feeling as 
though they have lost. If consensus 
can’t be reached after an energetic 
discussion then put it off until 
the next day or the next meeting. 
Our suggestion is that when you 
negotiate a new rule or expectation 
with your kids, you try to load it in 

their favour. By working in this way 
children experience that through 
discussion, listening and negotiation, 
they have a voice and can institute 
change.

End the meeting by choosing a 
favourite snack for everyone, having 
dessert or playing a game together. 
Simple circle games like pass the 
smile or pass the high-5 work well. 

 
The spirit of family meetings are to 
review what’s happening, to 
revel in what’s working well 
(remember - catching 
positive behaviours best 
influences the changes 
you want), to discuss 
changes, make compromise 
and set new directions. So 
often it’s not making the ‘rule’ 
that makes a difference, but 
the act of engaging your kids 
in the participation.

Family Rules (or values)
Why have rules? What good are they?

Rules help to keep each of us safe, 
sociable and responsible for what 
we do. They highlight how-to 
treat and live with one another by 
delivering expectations, structure  
and predictability. When developed  

logically and good-naturedly with 
children, rules assist us from becoming 
overbearing or from constantly 
overreacting to irritating incidents. 
This in turn strengthens the emotional 
steadiness within the family - the very  
essence of raising mentally healthy 
young people. 

Begin by putting to your children, no 
matter their age, the question; “What 
rules do you think will help our family 
live well together?” Just as you know 
what is likely to help, so will the kids.  

Have your Family Mission Statement in 
front of you, and draw ideas from it;
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Are you surprised that there are so 
few rules? Most are. Just three or four 
positively crafted rules will do the trick! 

The intention is not to imprison kids 
with a list of severe rules that cover 
every possible contingency. Instead, our 
aim is to gently persist at highlighting 

how healthy families treat and live with 
one another. This is a work in progress, 
and to be effective, parents have to 
talk between themselves about what is 
important before they share with their 
children. If one of you tends to be more 
autocratic than the other, then allow 
the more conciliatory partner to lead 

the meetings. As you are fast seeing, 
the process (keeping the kids involved) 
holds the greatest value. And naturally, 
rules are easier to raise, to negotiate 
and stick with when there is a history of 
listening to one another and resolving 
issues through discussion. Start the 
process now! It’s never too late.

A family motto 

Mottos and sayings have been a part 
of family life for centuries. Usually, it’s  
a phrase or sentence that captures 
the Family’s Mission Statement or  
condenses what matters to them. It can 
be playful, profound, even in code - it 
doesn’t matter - so long as your family 
knows what it means and finds value in it.
Here are some ideas to build from;

 

A Family Motto is the sort of thing likely 
to stay with a child forever. The trick is to 
reinforce the Family Motto is by living it, 
and being honest about ourselves and 
our actions at Family Meetings. 

Once you’ve created your Family 
Mission Statement, rules and motto, 
print them, date them and have 
everyone sign off on them. Display 
them proudly so they can be seen  

and used as a reference. Schedule that 
every six to twelve months you revise 
your mission statement, rules and 
motto. These need to grow with your 
family. So, with some new possibilities 
in mind, let’s take a look at how the 
bean bag disaster from the beginning 
of this chapter may have been handled 
differently if a ‘family mission statement’ 
and ‘family meetings’ were an enduring 
part of the mix.
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Act 1, “It wasn’t us, mum” - replayed

Mum (Exasperated, red faced and poised 
to jump into lecture mode)
“Oh… I can’t believe this. What were 
you thinking? 

(Mum stops, breathes deeply for a 
moment and checks her own emotions. 
The kids find her silence unnerving and 
feel uncomfortable)

Alex (breaks the awkward silence) 
“Well, Dotty started throwing…”

Dotty
“Ohhhhhhh, I…” 

Mum (holding a finger to her lips and 
almost whispering)
“Shhhhh! Blaming one another won’t 
get this mess cleaned up.”

(Silence again as Mum deliberately slows 
things down)

 
Mum
“What do our family rules say about 
how we treat each other and our 
belongings?”

Abby
“That we respect each other and our 
belongings.”

Mum
“That’s right.” (Mum eyeballs each of 
the kids and they shoot back a knowing 
glance). “So, what happens now?”

Ross
“We clean up the mess?”

(As Ross provides a direction, calm sweeps 
across the kids and the need to blame one 
another passes)

Abby
“I’ll get the vacuum cleaner.”

 
Mum
“Abby, I think you’ll all need to drop to 
the floor and pick up as many as you  
can before subjecting my poor old 
vacuum cleaner to the rest, alright?”

(The six of them drop to the floor to work 
on the mess as mum begins to walk away)

Mum
“We’ll talk about this at an emergency 
family meeting tonight when Dad’s 
home. For now, clean up, help each 
other and think of a sensible way to 
replace my beanbag and help my 
disappointment.”


