Constructing a Family Constitution

One of the best ways to reach your goal of having a loving, committed and resilient marriage relationship and a successful, nurturing and united family is to follow the advice of Stephen R. Covey outlined in his book The Seven Habits of Highly Effective People when he counsels to “begin with the end in mind”. Outlining the framework for a successful family is similar to outlining the framework for governing a successful country. Using the Constitution of the United States as a model, here is an exercise whereby couples can design a constitution that can become the foundation for an organized and successfully operating marriage and family relationship.

The U.S Constitution was constructed, based upon core principles and values outlined in The Declaration of Independence and many other secular and religious documents that celebrate and proclaim the dignity, freedom and transcendent value of every human being. The preamble to a Family Constitution is the “We Believe” section— a statement of the core principles, values, traditions and practices that each and every family member believes is essential to the success of his/her particular family and that they commit to practicing. Examples would be, 

We believe in:

· Honesty

· Hard work

· The value of education

· Respecting self and others

· Family vacations to the beach

· Service to others

· Going to church

· Ice cream on Sunday nights

Once everyone has had the opportunity to share his/her thoughts (using a talking stick is recommended), a master list of those core principles, values, traditions and practices is compiled and becomes the “We Believe” section of the constitution. This becomes the foundation of the family value system.

Article I of the U.S. Constitution outlines the Legislative Branch of government. The Legislature makes the laws. Article I of the Family Constitution is a list of rules that are directly based on the core principles outlined in the “We Believe” section. For example, if respect for self and others is a core principle, then rules based directly on that principle might include:

· We will not call each other by derogatory names or use obscene language

· We will not borrow other peoples’ belongings without asking permission

· We will call if we are going to be late coming home so others don’t worry needlessly, etc.

Rules make sense and are more likely to be observed if they are directly associated with core principles and values that family members are already invested in. By doing this, every discussion of rules is also a discussion of the core principles they are based on and this provides the opportunity to revisit and recommit to those core principles, values, traditions and practices that form the foundation of the family relationships.

Article II outlines the Executive Branch. The job of the Executive Branch is to apply and enforce the laws. In a Family Constitution, Article II outlines how power is shared in the family and who occupies what positions of authority. For some families, a patriarchal or matriarchal system may be preferred. In others, a more egalitarian (equal) system of shared power is preferred. Whatever system is decided upon, it is the responsibility of each and every family member to sustain and support all other family members in whatever position of stewardship they are given and to promote fairness and integrity in the process of governing the family. 

Article III outlines the Judicial Branch. The job of the judiciary is to determine what consequences will occur for violations of the rules. In a Family Constitution, Article III outlines how violations of the relationship rules will be handled. With children, it is somewhat easier to come up with logical and natural consequences for violations of the rules by family members than for adults without children. But couples can determine how disagreements will be handled and not handled. Conflict management skills can be employed, and agreements to “not go to bed angry” can be committed to. You are encouraged to be creative in deciding how to deal with conflict and differences. Maintaining a sense of humor in this area is highly recommended. Refer to the 5 love languages for ideas on how to compensate your partner for any violation of relationship rules. As a general rule, it is wiser to focus on restitution and restoring the well-being of the victim of the violation than on depriving or punishing the offender. Restorative justice approaches emphasize not only the accountability of the offender, but his/her needs and concerns as well as those of the victim. The offender is given the opportunity to “make things right” with the victim, while the victim is also encouraged to work toward forgiveness of the offender.
