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We are all familiar with this Chinese saying : “Developing self, stabilizing families, managing the country, and harmonizing the world”.  Stabilizing families come before the good management of the country or society.  Families are a fundamental unit of our society and its basic source of energy and vitality.  It can be said to be the batteries of our community.  If these batteries of our society are depleted, the machinery of our society cannot operate well.  It may even be immobilized.  

Like many middle-aged citizens of Hong Kong, I grew up in the 1950s and 60s.  Those were times of great hardship, when the majority of our parents were refugees trying to make ends meet while trying to raise families with very young children.  In spite of such hardship, we remember our society of those times as one which was full of energy and vitality. Parents of those days have become grandparents of our present time and they are proud when they remember their persistence and survival ability.  With the most primitive resources available, families raised kids who have now become the present leaders of Hong Kong.  The picture of our modern day families, however, is not as positive.  We hear of the rising incidences of divorce, drug abuse, child abuse, family violence, suicides, and mental breakdowns!  Our parents are stressed out and unavailable, children are neglected and left to raise themselves, or be brought up by their peers or the culture of the streets and the marketplace.  We are tempted to ask, “What made the difference between the families then and our families now?”  We know what families of the 50s and 60s had done for our soceity of the past.  How would we predict how our present-day families will contribute to the Hong Kong society of the 21st century?   

Until not so long ago, our social policies still had faith in our families being the primary resource and help individuals could turn to in times of trouble.  It was only when the family failed to provide such help that the public services would step in.  Can we still do this now?  Are our families a source of support and resource, or are many of them getting to be a source of frustration and stress, a liability for its members and society at large?  
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Let us look at the experience of two families.  In both, their fathers were recently laid off and have become unemployed.  In family A, the wife could not stand the anxiety and began to nag.  The husband sought refuge and comfort from an extramarital affair across the border.  They could not stand each other’s presence and got into quarrels easily.  They took out their anger on their children, and their older daughter began to spend most of her time outside with her friends and stay out overnight with her boyfriend.  The younger child began to daydream in class and his grades dipped significantly.  In family B, husband and wife talked about their diffculties.  Though the husband felt quite ashamed of himself, with his wife's’support he took courage to take a job which carried a much lower status.  His wife, who had been a housewife all along, started working part-time to supplement the reduced family income.  Their children were taught to appreciate their parents’ courage in times of hardship, and they started to help over house chores and were also taught to live on a smaller budget  gracefully.  Whenever I encountered different families like these two, I was led to ask again and again, “What made the difference?”  What difference would it make to our society if the majority of our families are family As, and what difference would it make to our society if the majority of them are family Bs.  You will agree with me that our society as a whole would certainly be able to survive hard times better if the majority of our families are family Bs..    

From my experience in family counselling service, healthy families not only work for their members but also nurtured strong responsible contributing members of society.  My experience told me that a healthy family would look something like this: 
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1. 能享有基本資源 ‑ 錢、屋等

Has access to basic resources for its maintenance e.g. money, shelter etc.

2. 享有起碼的穩定性與安全
Maintains a minimum level of stability and security（i.e. not too many disruptions）
3. 有面對壓力的能力，能在困難中重拾力量面對挑戰（resilience）
Has the ability to deal with stress, to find strength to cope with difficulties, and has the resilience to survive adversity.

4. 家人間能保持良好的溝通、能有效處理衝突
Family members can maintain good and effective communication, and knows how to resolve conflicts（e.g. through non-violent means）
5. 有清的角色及責任分工，並能因應情況而作出分工調適
Has clear delineation of family roles and responsibilities, and can flexibly re-distribute them under changed family circumstances

6. 能為成員提供支持，建立親密及團結關係
Can provide family members with the varying degrees of support that they need at different times, and develop a sense of family connection and solidarity
7. 給予成員滿足個人需要的空間與自由
Can provide family members with the varying amounts of individual space and freedom that they need at different times.

8. 擁有培育下一代成長的能力與技巧
Has the ability and skills to bring up and nurture its younger generation
9. 有照顧軟弱成員的能力
Has the ability and readiness to look after its weak and vulnerable members, e.g. the young, the sick, the old and the handicapped
10. 懂得過渡不同家庭階段及環境改變
Has the ability to adapt through different development and circumstantial changes and transitions
11. 與至親（親屬）保持接觸來往，並能保持互相支持的關係
Maintains regular & supportive contacts with the extended family
12. 建立及維持支持及支援網絡
Has the ability to develop and maintain a network of supportive and helpful relationships
13. 能與外間世界保持健康、友善、及肯定的接觸
Regularly maintains healthy, friendly, and positive contacts with the external world

(paper on healthy families in the 21 century)
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A large collection of such families will produce citizens who are 

· satisfied & contented, calm and settled, and are in general mentally and emotionally healthy

· Make a citizenry of high quality, which is capable of objective thinking and rational functioning, which does not regress in reflexive emotional reactions (e.g. as typified in mob riots)

· Are capable of independent functioning and are positively contributing members of society

· who possess the people-skills which make schools, workplaces, and community groups pleasant and smooth-functioning

· who are capable of forming networks of mutual support and establishing social safety nets for members of the society who encounter difficulties and for the young, the weak and the old 

· are law-abiding citizens trained to respect others’ needs and rights 

· who work together to form a cooperative society in which people are contacted to each other, such a society is not filled with hostility nor is it at risk of disintegration 

· possess the foundations and skills to successfully develop a healthy second generation and hence enhance the continuation of society 

Enhancing the Development of Healthy Families :

1. We should make sure that families have the basic resources like regular incomes, and safe shelters

2. We should also try to provide them with stability and security and be alert to factors that may upset such stability and security e.g. immigration policies

3. We should make available supportive services which can substitute family’s caring functions when they are unable to perform them temporarily.

4. Efforts should be made to surround families with trusting and supportive social environments, and also to help them create such environments for themsevles e.g. by working on community groups and networks, or considering housing arrangements which encourage kinship systems to live in neighbourhoods near to each other

5. We should educate the public and instill the idea that it takes work to develop healthy families, and that a lot of the knowledge and skills can be learnt, so that families will put in deliberate effort in making it happen .  

6. Opportunities should be made available in different forms (websites, courses, workshops, etc) for education in parenting, marriage relationships and family operation.  

7. Other opportunities should be provided for families to share experience, reflect on, and experiment with things learnt in the educational programs, in mutually supportive groups 

8. Effort should be made to provide the means and facilities for broader families/kinship groups to spend quality time together and to build and nurture their ties and bond e.g. recreation facilities; family gathering places (instead of noisy restaurants).  Such ties will enable individual families to grow and develop in the context of support, not in isolation.

9. Help should be available to families over family life stage and other transitions (e.g. geographical separation) so that they can avoid collapse (or that they can rebound quickly) in the face of adjustment difficulties 

10. We should identify families at risks as early as possible and provide timely help to remove the risks and get them back on normal tracks.

In connection with the above areas , family social workers will have a lot of contribution to make.  Are we ready and equipped to make such contributions? 


The end
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