
Family Styles of Operating 
 
“I was in the bathroom,” my newly married friend wailed, “you know, on the can, 
and he just walks in and starts brushing his teeth.  Doesn’t seem to think a thing 
of it!  And he is just sooo darned cheerful in the morning.  Well, I am just the 
opposite, I want peace and quiet…just don’t feel like talking until I have had three 
cups of coffee”. 
 
There are many differences in personality type, and in style of operating within a 
family environment.  These differences are not good or bad, nor right or wrong, 
but they exist just the same.  We even see these differences in the same family, 
referring to it as temperament, or that’s just Jane.  What kind of rules did you 
grow up with in your family?   Did you keep the bathroom door open?  Was it a 
place to congregate, communally: brushing teen, rinsing panty hose, shaving, 
bathing, etc.? 
 
How was it in your house?  Was the door closed?  Was it ‘polite’ to knock quietly 
before entering, or was a closed door a cue that the room was occupied and the 
occupant not to be disturbed? 
 
Oddly enough, bathrooms, and how we learned to use them, play a role in 
relationships even years after the relationships are established.  I can remember 
being at my aunt and uncles house when I was about twelve years old.  I grew up 
somewhat close to my aunt and uncle.  I lived with them for a few years and later 
we lived next door to each other.  And there he was, after ten years of marriage 
saying, “Awe geese, can’t you close the bathroom door?”  Ironically, in my 
immediate family we kept the bathroom door closed.  My aunt and mother were 
raised in the same family, however, they left the family with different styles of 
operating.  
 
What ‘style differences’ do you detect in your present day family that differs or is 
the same from your first family, your family of origin?  Did you have regular, sit 
down dinners, or were your family members busy and scattered, catching meals 
on the run?  Did you snack between meals or was it strictly forbidden?  Did you 
feel totally deprived if there was no dessert in the evening or were sweets not 
allowed in your house?  Are they the same as your spouse, boyfriend or 
significant other? 
 
The way we communicate, and whether or not we “talk about things openly” can 
differ from family to family as well.  Chances are unspoken family rules are or will 
play some part in getting your current communication lines on track.  Family 
values can be explicit or implicit: 
 
IMPLICIT:  In a family where values are not formally stated (but everybody 
knows), not taught in school, and simply not talked about, there is a sense of 



violation and a tendency to conform or not to conform.  It is either or, and there is 
a sense that one, ‘should not rock the boat’. 
 
EXPLICIT:  In a family where values are talked about, formally stated and taught 
to a child, there is a sense of open communication and continuity.  Although, 
even in these families, there is much that is unspoken, remaining unconsciously 
below the surface. 
 
As we come together to create our own family unit we come complete with 
baggage, and so does your significant other.  So what do we do with the 
baggage?  Do we sort through it separately, and together, or do we pretend it 
doesn’t exist?  Do we talk about our similarities and differences openly, or do we 
stash it in the darkest closet we can find?  Perhaps we get into a blame cycle, 
perpetuating the distance. 
 
One would think that the closer we are to similar styles of operating the better off 
we are, but are we?  In management circles there is a term called ‘group think’ 
introduced by the late Dr. Irving Janis in the 1970’s.  The concept concerns the 
human tendency to agree for the sake of appearing agreeable, and it is a 
phenomenon common to the most cohesive and well-intentioned groups of 
individuals.  This is also common practice during the first blush of romance. 
 
I bring this notion of group think into this article, because, I wonder if families 
(who are also groups) don’t get caught up in agreeing for the sake of family 
cohesiveness?  Sorting through these differences, later in life based on personal 
life experiences creates anxiety and a lack of continuity.  We then must make 
decisions on what is perceived as fitting based on these new experiences.  What 
if we decide it is just too confusing?  Do we sort through to make new decisions, 
or get a divorce?  do we stay in a marriage that has become stagnant with 
sameness or begin the process or negotiating new ideals?  Relationships like 
other living systems are continually evolving.  If we neglect to make these 
decisions, we stagnate in dysfunctional systems that do no fit our needs. 
 
Current literature on substance abuse rates the population of the country as 86% 
dysfunctional. Webster defines dysfunction as ‘impaired or abnormal functioning’.  
I like to think of it as getting our needs met in ways that do not create a solution.  
A friend quickly concluded that 86% is the majority; therefore it must mean that 
we are all normal. 
 
Sadly, the evidence all around us states that this is not the case.  We have 
prisons filled to the capacity, schools with troubled youths, and we only have to 
look at the divorce statistics to see that half of the married population of the 
country feel we can no longer honor the commitments we have made.  That the 
differences we found in our relationship were so great that we could no longer 
continue in the relationship.  Ironically, the things that we found exciting about 
our significant other is also that which we cannot tolerate, years down the road.  



Those things that attracts us in the first place, if examined, are the same qualities 
that drive us away. 
 
Differences are not the culprit, but not talking or adjusting to them, is what keeps 
us apart.  And on a very simplistic level, that is what dysfunction is about. 
 
The terms dysfunction and codependence are becoming increasingly more 
prominent in our everyday lives.  From Oprah to Dear Abby and Ann Landers to 
popular magazines.  Adult children are writing home with all kinds of new ideas 
after years of therapy.  Consequently, tortured parents are lamenting, “where did 
we go wrong…we don’t understand how our son/daughter can accuse us of 
being raised in a dysfunctional home.”  Most parents truly believe they did their 
very best to raise their children.  They taught us what they knew.  They taught us 
what their parents taught them. 
 
Somewhere along the line, what we were taught and traditional values get mixed 
up with unwritten rules.  Additionally, at the speed and complexity at which our 
society is moving, it becomes increasingly more difficult to move from generation 
to generation; culture to culture; and one geographic location to another without 
help.  With every new generation comes new problems and new expectations as 
to how we will behave. 
 
There are ranges of behavior, communication, and style within families.  There 
are also ranges of dysfunction within families falling somewhere between a bell 
curve of 6% on either side of the curve.  This means that there are the severe 
cases, the kind that we read about in the newspaper on one side of the scale, 
and at the other extreme there are well functioning family units who communicate 
clearly and operate openly. 
 
There are the folks who, during extreme crisis, manage to get though or bounce 
back from the crisis with less difficulty due to their open communication.  The 
concept of dysfunction has to do with how family members communicate 
together, and to what extent they get their needs met in healthy ways.  Most of us 
fall somewhere in that bell curve of 88%. 
 
   ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~     
 
After a bewildering experience with his son, George commented,  “you know, 
they didn’t teach me how to be a parent in school”.  True enough, but as one 
becomes conscious of this thought we are obliged to school ourselves.  Harriet 
Goldhor Learner, PhD., a leading psychologist and expert in anger management, 
states that, “The best parent effectiveness training we can do for our family is to 
take care of our issues with our family of origin”.  We have a tendency to carry 
these issues, and repeat the same hurts from generation to generation. 
 



Even though our family starts, or will start with a one-on-one relationship with a 
significant other, we bring our baggage to the relationship from our family of 
origin.  No matter where we live, on the other side of the country or the other side 
of the world, we will have to deal with that baggage.  As our relationships 
progress, we will discover that our significant other has baggage of his/her own 
to sift through. 
 
Although we may move on to share our life with other important people, there is a 
likelihood of carrying these and other issues from partner to partner, and job to 
job.  How we communicate with our family of origin, our present family, and our 
future relationships with spouse, significant others, children, friends, and 
coworkers are all interrelated. 
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