publication 350-095

Families First: Keys to Successful Family Functioning

Affective Involvement
Prepared by Rick Peterson, Extension Specialist and Assistant Professor, Department of Human Development, Virginia Tech
Stephen Green, Graduate Student, Department of Human Development, Virginia Tech

How

much the family as a whole

shows interest in and values the
activities and interests of family
members is affective involvement

(Epstein,

et al.,

1993).

Affective Involvement

Healthy families are able to maintain a consistent level
of involvement with one another, yet at the same time, not
become too involved in each other’s lives. Therefore, the
focus is on how much, and in what ways, family members
show their interest and investment in each other. Affective
(emotional) involvement is concerned with how much
family members are involved with each other, and not with
what a family does together. Both overinvolvement and
underinvolvement are patterns of behavior that can pose
problems for families.

Degrees

of Involvement

The degree to which family members are involved in
each other’s lives is an important factor in family functioning. The level can range from overinvolvement at one end
of the scale to a total absence of involvement at the other.
Families that show little, if any, interest or investment in
each other except for shared instrumental (practical) functions, such as handling money, are an example of an
underinvolved family. In this case, family members act
more like boarders in a house than like family members.
Some underinvolved families share some interests
but show very little investment of self in the feelings or
life situations of other family members. Often, the
members of such families are self absorbed and invest
in other family members only when they can gain
something from the involvement.
In overinvolved families, the members become too
involved and sometimes are overprotective of other
family members. As a result, the overprotected members remain dependent and fail to grow and develop.
Overinvolvement may create conflict and resentment
among family members who try to break out of the
dependency role.

www.ext.vt.edu
Produced by Communications and Marketing, College of Agriculture and Life Sciences,
Virginia Polytechnic Institute and State University, 2009
Virginia Cooperative Extension programs and employment are open to all, regardless of race, color, national origin, sex, religion,
age, disability, political beliefs, sexual orientation, or marital or family status. An equal opportunity/affirmative action employer.
Issued in furtherance of Cooperative Extension work, Virginia Polytechnic Institute and State University, Virginia State University,
and the U.S. Department of Agriculture cooperating. Mark A. McCann, Director, Virginia Cooperative Extension, Virginia Tech,
Blacksburg; Alma C. Hobbs, Administrator, 1890 Extension Program, Virginia State, Petersburg.

Symbiotic involvement occurs when the involvement is so intense that the boundaries between two or
more family members are blurred. Boundaries are the
rules that define a person’s role in the family. Symbiotic
involvement is thought to be the least effective type of
involvement because family member’s boundaries are
not respected. Without boundaries it is difficult to identify who the parent is and who the child is because their
roles are often confused.
The healthiest families have a type of interaction
called empathic involvement where the members have
an emotional investment in one another and care
deeply about each other’s activities and feelings.
Families whose members show that they truly care
about what others are doing, even though it may not be
related to their own interests, are the most effective
type of families.

Suggestions for Developing
Healthy Family Involvement

Healthy families protect their boundaries, but at the
same time, give members room to negotiate their independence. Achieving this balance is often difficult in
our fast-paced culture. And it is particularly difficult in
families with adolescents.
Families whose members want to increase their
involvement with one another need to set aside time
during the week when they can tell each other about
their interests, jobs, hobbies or activities. On a weekly
basis, the focus could shift from one member to the next
until each has had a turn in sharing. Family members
will need to listen and ask questions to better understand what is important to each other.
The goal of this exercise is to familiarize family
members with each other’s interests, what is important
to them, what bothers them, and the way they look at
things. Gaining a better understanding of each other’s
lives helps family members to be involved and concerned about each other. Families who can achieve this
empathic involvement will function more effectively.
Overinvolved families create hard feelings among
family members with intrusive and over-protective
behavior. These families need to reduce the overinvolvement by some family members, which allows
room for others to accept their family responsibilities.
Changing your family’s style of involvement is not
an easy task. However, steps can be taken to promote
change within the family by using family meetings.

Family Meeting Steps

A meeting provides a safe, structured environment
where family members feel free to bring up issues and
concerns they may have about the family. The meeting
is a way to share hopes and achievements as well as to
resolve family conflicts. Families may use the following steps to set up their meetings:

• Set a definite and regular time and place to meet.
• The meeting should include the whole family,
but no one should be forced to attend.

• A chairperson should be chosen and that
role should be rotated among family
members who are capable of leading the
meeting.

• The

purpose of the meeting is to hear family

member’s concerns, find solutions to family

problems, or make plans for enjoyable family
activities.

No

one should attack or blame

other family members during the meeting.

• Everyone

can bring up issues and discuss

concerns that affect the well-being of the
family.

For

example, parents may seek agree-

ment on who is to do certain chores.

Children

may voice concerns about gaining

more independence or they may make plans
for a family outing.

(Try

using the prob-

lem-solving process found in VCE
tion

350-091.)

Publica-

Family meetings can be called any time to resolve
issues or problems that come up in the family.

• Decisions

made during the meeting cannot

be changed or ignored, but can be renegotiated at another family meeting.

• Everyone

must carry out the decisions made

in the meeting.

• Family

members must feel that they are being

heard and respected, and that their issues
are taken seriously.

End

the meeting in a

positive manner by complimenting one
another or by going out for ice cream.

A family meeting can be a way to address family
issues, discuss concerns, resolve family problems, and
plan for family activities and outings. However, families should be cautious because learning a new skill is
difficult and takes time to master.

Focus

on

Family Strengths

Emotional involvement is a key to successful family
functioning. Researchers have identified several characteristics of strong families. Among these are expressions of appreciation, spending time together, strong
commitment to the family, good communication, and
positive conflict resolution.
When family members feel they are supported and
encouraged, and that their personal interests are valued,
family interaction becomes more effective. If your family would like to improve its family involvement, try
using the family meeting.

Family members spending quality time together is a
way to develop affective involvement.

FAMILY
ASSESSMENT
Successful Healthy families periodically take inventory of their strengths
and weaknesses and take steps to
improve their home and family environment. Isn’t it time your family took an
inventory of how well it is doing?
For more detailed information regarding family functioning in the six key
areas, contact your local Extension
Office for copies of other publications
in this series.
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