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For Eden and Tybee

Wherever you go

Whatever you do

Always remember …





All happy families are alike; each unhappy family is unhappy in its own way.

—LEO TOLSTOY






INTRODUCTION


Why We Need New Thinking for Families

IT WAS THE first night of our annual family get-together in August. For four generations my family had been gathering every summer on Tybee Island, Georgia, just east of Savannah. We held raucous family meals of steamed shrimp, corn on the cob, and mudslinging over politics. We worked together on eccentric art projects using bottle caps and misplaced dominoes. We got stung by jellyfish.

My grandfather had taught us blackjack in that place. I had my first kiss there. My wife, Linda, had so embraced the island she suggested we name one of our twin daughters Tybee for this quirky paradise. Our other daughter was named for her own magical garden, Eden.

But now that paradise was on edge.

Linda and I were the first to arrive. Our girls had recently turned five years old, meaning we had survived the parental death march of sippy cups and diaper caddies. But now we were flummoxed by a new set of challenges—getting the family up and out the door every morning, wrangling our kids to sit through dinner once in a while, remembering to flirt with each other occasionally. On top of that, I had forgotten to pack the girls’ stuffed animals that morning, meaning I would be sleeping on the cold side of the bed at exactly the moment we were supposed to be having vacation sex.

My sister and brother-in-law, who arrived next, faced their own trials—prying their adolescent son from his Nintendo; pushing his tween sister to do her chores; preparing their kids for the onset of bullying, cliques, and peer pressure.

My older brother, who came last, warned us that it was time to have some tricky conversations about Mom and Dad. Had the moment come to switch Dad to a wheelchair full-time? Was Mom’s eyesight so weak she should stop driving at night? Should they sell their house and move closer to us? Should they sell their house and move farther from us!

I felt like a piece of bologna in the sandwich generation, squeezed between aging parents and rising children.

Sure enough, all the tension soon boiled over. As we gathered for dinner, I noticed something out of the corner of my eye. My nephew was texting under the table. I knew I shouldn’t say anything, but I couldn’t stop myself and asked him to put his phone away.

Kaboom! A mushroom cloud erupted. My sister snapped at me not to parent her son; my mother huffed that all the grandchildren could have better manners; my father pointed out that my daughters were the ones balancing spoons on their noses; my brother harrumphed that it was impossible to have an adult conversation anymore; and my wife threw up her hands and went to retrieve ice cream for the girls exactly as her mother would have done.

“But they haven’t even finished their vegetables,” I complained.

“But Mom promised us banana splits!” they cried, dissolving into sobs.

“That’s it, girls,” I said. “We’re going to bed!” That sent the girls sprinting to the far side of the house, and eventually everyone retreated to separate rooms.

Later that night my father called me to his bedside. There was a quiver in his voice, a palpable sense of fear I could never remember hearing before.

“Our family is falling apart,” he said.

“No, it’s not,” I said instinctively. “It’s stronger than ever.”

But lying in bed that night, I wondered: Was he right? Were we descending the slippery slope of dysfunction? What is the secret sauce that holds families together? What are the ingredients that make some families effective, resilient, functioning, happy?

Like everyone we knew, Linda and I were baffled by these questions. Now that our children were becoming their own people, the challenges of developing a family culture seemed more nebulous and more acute. Our girls were in the golden years of childhood—from the first step to the first kiss; from potty training to the prom—when we would have our best hope of cultivating a family identity. But while the world overflows with advice about breast-feeding, sleeping, and tantrums, smart thinking about later childhood is harder to find.

Maybe it’s because those problems are gnarlier. Navigating nap time is child’s play compared to navigating screen time. How do you teach kids discipline while making sure they have fun along the way? Is it possible to develop timeless values in a 24/7 world that prizes novelty and coarseness? How do couples find time to nurture each other while spending so much time nurturing our kids?

Whenever Linda and I have these questions, we turn to our parents, even though their experience is so outdated it’s almost quaint. Or we turn to Facebook, even though our friends are as clueless as we are. Magazines and TV chat shows offer mostly empty platitudes. How-to manuals with their chirpy banalities pile up unread next to our beds. Even our metaphors are outdated. Sandwich generation? Linda wouldn’t dare serve processed luncheon meat to our kids. So what are we, then, just schmears of organic hummus in a vegetarian wrap?

These days, the old rules no longer apply, but new ones have yet to be written.

The next morning I turned to Linda: So whom do we call to make sure our family works?

A NEW DAY FOR FAMILIES

It turns out to be an astonishingly good time to ask that question. The last fifty years have seen a wholesale revolution in what it means to be a family. We have blended families, patchwork families, adoptive families. We have nuclear families that live in separate houses as well as divorced families that nest in the same house. We have families with one parent, two parents, three parents, or more, and families with one, two, or three faiths, and some with none.

No matter what kind of family you are part of, an enormous new body of research shows that your family is central to your overall happiness and well-being. Study after study confirms that the number one predictor of life satisfaction comes from spending time with people you care about and who also care about you. Simply put, happiness is other people, and the other people we hang around with most are our family.

So how do we make sure we’re doing that effectively? The last decade has seen a stunning breakthrough in knowledge about how to make families, along with other small groups, run more smoothly. Myth-shattering research from neuroscience to genetics has completely reshaped our understanding of how parents should discipline their children, what to talk about at family dinner, and how adult siblings can have difficult conversations. Cutting-edge innovation in social networking and business has transformed how people work in groups. Trendsetting programs from the U.S. military and professional sports have introduced remarkable techniques for making teams function more efficiently and bounce back from setbacks more quickly.

But most of these revolutionary ideas remain ghettoized in their subcultures, where they are hidden from the people—the families—who need them most.

This book is designed to make a dent in that problem.

I have tried to write the book I have most wanted to read as a spouse, parent, uncle, sibling, and adult child. I’ve broken down families into the things we all do—love, fight, eat, play; fool around, spend money, make pivotal life decisions—and tried to discover ways to do them better. I have sought out the most illuminating experiences, the smartest people, and the most effective families I could find as a way to assemble best practices of families today. My goal was to put together a playbook for happy families.

Most of these ideas have been hiding in plain sight. I took a course from the founder of the Harvard Negotiation Project on how to fight smart. I visited ESPN to find out what the best coaches know about building successful teams. I worked with Green Berets to design a perfect family reunion. I got some advice from Warren Buffett’s banker about how to set up an allowance. I sat down with top game designers in Silicon Valley to see how we can make family vacations more fun.

And on one of my favorite days, I visited the set of Modern Family. The most popular show on American television captures many of the crosscurrents in families today. There’s a suburban family battling everything from technology to dating. There’s a gay couple with an adopted Vietnamese daughter. There’s a grumpy grandfather with a Colombian trophy wife and a day-trading, lovelorn son.

A key part of Modern Family’s success is that no matter how outrageous the characters act or how loony a story is, the writers pull a string just before the final commercial and the family comes together in a reassuring hug. I’d sure like one of those strings! I talked to the cast and creators about what the success of Modern Family says about modern families and whether we should all live our lives more like a sitcom.

In the course of this research, I also encountered a shocking array of outdated advice and ill-informed recommendations, and this book became something of a crusade against a few fashionable trends.

The first is the family improvement industry. Of the nearly two hundred books I read, the ones by therapists, counselors, childrearing experts, or other traditional “authorities” on family life were by far the least helpful. It’s not that they were poorly written. It’s that they seemed tired and out-of-date. The questions they asked seemed retread from thirty or even forty years ago; the answers seemed stale. A century after Freud, this once-innovative field seems to offer few original ideas.

At the same time, nearly everything else about contemporary life is being remade and reimagined. Where are the fresh ideas for families? Early on, I set the goal of speaking with the leading lights of technology, business, sports, and the military about the innovative ideas they bring home to their families. I made a parallel goal of not speaking with any therapists. (For the record, I violated that goal only once, when I met with a Belgian sex therapist.)

The second trend is the happiness movement. Anyone who’s stepped into a bookstore or scanned the Internet in recent years knows a new field emerged in the early twenty-first century called positive psychology. Pioneered by a group of visionary scholars, the movement shifted attention away from the long-standing focus on individuals with mental illnesses or other pathologies and concentrated on high-functioning individuals and what the rest of us could learn from them. The field exploded, and I, like many, have learned a tremendous amount from this exciting literature.

But as even the leading practitioners of positive psychology have complained, all the attention on individual happiness has also made our culture more shallow and self-centered. A primary tenet of most happiness books, for example, is to figure out what makes us happy. Yet among the things proven to make us the least happy are raising children, tending aging parents, and doing household chores. That’s 80 percent of my waking hours!

We need to take the central premise of the happiness movement—its focus on those who do it right—and apply it to the area of our lives that’s been scandalously overlooked: our families.

Finally, the parenting wars. The last few years have seen an outpouring of books, articles, and magazine covers wrangling over the issue of what’s the proper way to raise children. Be strict like the Chinese; no, be lax like the French; spank ’em like they did in the good ’ol days of the good ’ol U.S. of A. These debates are fiery, passionate, and oddly familiar. Isn’t the tough-minded Tiger Mom just the inverse of the permissive Dr. Spock?

The authors of those books have an ideology they want to promote. I don’t. I don’t have a country I’m trying to emulate. I don’t have a mascot. I have a question: What do happy families do right and how can the rest of us learn to make our families happier?

And I have a conviction: No matter what I find, I’m not going to reduce it to a list of five, six, or seven things you absolutely must do to create the perfect family. In 1989, Stephen Covey published The 7 Habits of Highly Effective People, one of the most successful self-help books ever written. It has sold more than twenty-five million copies. The book spawned countless imitators seeking to identify “5 Easy Steps” or “Six Simple Truths.” The Internet, with its emphasis on bite-size wisdom, has only accelerated this trend. As every blogger, Tweeter, and Pinterest poster knows, readers love lists. I’ve certainly digested my share of such lists (and generated more than a few myself), but secretly I hate them. They stress me out because I’m always worried I’m going to forget number 4 or disagree with number 2.

So in this book I’ve tried to go to the opposite extreme. I’ve strived to generate a fresh gathering of best practices for each of the subjects I tackled. Not just parenting, but also marriage, sex, money, sports, and grandparenting. My goal was to create The List to End All Lists, more than two hundred bold new ideas for improving your family. While that might seem overwhelming, please hear me out.

A collection like this is liberating, I believe, because it’s obvious no one can attend to them all. If you’re like Linda and me, a few will make you uncomfortable. Do I have to use the word vagina when giving my daughters a bath instead of the more demure privates? A few you might not agree with at first. What do you mean I should cancel date night? And a few you might simply reject. Let your kids decide their own punishments?

But if you’re also like us, you’ll be shocked by how much you didn’t know and jazzed to get started trying out some new techniques. I’m almost prepared to guarantee that you’ve never encountered at least three-quarters of the ideas in this book. (With us, I’d put the figure at 90 percent.) And I’m betting at least a few of them will be useful. My hope is that if you take just one idea from each chapter in this book, your family will be transformed in less than a week.

And who among us doesn’t want that? For all the lip service we pay to families in our culture, most of us have a nagging fear we’re not doing it as well as we might. We know our families are the single biggest influence on our well-being, yet we spend surprisingly little time trying to improve them. Just listen to the conversations we have all the time: We’re busy; we’re harried; we’re overwhelmed. We feel time slipping away. Having beaten the biological clock to have our kids, now we race a different ticking clock to help convert those kids into a family.

And we can. Everything I’ve learned persuades me it’s possible to give our children a strong family culture they can carry with them throughout their lives. It’s possible to include grandparents, siblings, even bumbling Uncle Joe in an extended community of love and support. It’s possible to have a happy family.

Nearly a century and a half ago, the great Russian novelist Leo Tolstoy began Anna Karenina with one of the most famous lines in all of world literature. “All happy families are alike; each unhappy family is unhappy in its own way.” When I first encountered this line, I thought the first half, in particular, was inane. Of course all happy families are not alike: Some are large, some are small; some are boisterous, some are quiet; some are traditional, some are nontraditional.

Writing this book has changed my mind. Recent scholarship has allowed us, for the first time in history, to identify some building blocks that high-functioning families share; to understand the techniques effective families use to overcome challenges; to pinpoint the skills each of us needs to conduct ourselves more successfully in this most maddening of human institutions. Is it possible, all these years later, to say Tolstoy was right: All happy families do have certain things in common?

That answer, I believe, is yes. Come, let me show you why.


PART ONE

ADAPT ALL THE TIME
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THE AGILE FAMILY MANIFESTO

A Twenty-First-Century Plan to Reduce Chaos and Increase Happiness

THE TENSION BUILDS up all through the week. This kid refuses to make her bed. That one won’t put down the iPhone. “Wasn’t it your time to take out the trash?” “Hey, I told you, stop taking my gum!” “Mommmmmmm!”

By Sunday evening, the family is ready for relief.

At just after 7:00 P.M., the sun was setting on the town of Hidden Springs, Idaho, population 2,280, just north of Boise. Two horses were running along a serpentine ridge. Some kids were finishing a pickup baseball game in Dry Creek Valley. But inside a neo-traditional, three-story, caramel-colored house, the six members of the Starr family were sitting down to the most important business of their week: their weekly family meeting.

The Starrs are a typical American family with their share of typical American family issues. David, a balding, roly-poly man with a mustache and goatee, is a software engineer. He’s part of the new breed of deeply involved dads who’s constantly tinkering with how his family runs. He also has Asperger’s syndrome, making it difficult for him to read other people’s emotions. He and his wife, Eleanor, are an impressive couple, because she is a woman of almost pure emotion, a flame-haired earth mother eager to spread love and fresh-baked corn bread to the neighbors. A few years after their wedding, David took an emotional assessment test and scored 8 out of 100; Eleanor scored 98. “How do we get along?” they wondered.

On top of this combustibility, they quickly added four children in five years—Mason (now fifteen), Cutter (thirteen), Isabelle (eleven), and Bowman (ten). One had Asperger’s syndrome, another had ADHD; one was laid-back, another had low self-esteem; one was a star math student who tutored on this side of town; another was a great lacrosse player who had practice on that side of town. “We were living in complete chaos,” Eleanor said.

Like many parents, the Starrs were trapped in that endless tension between the sunny, smooth-running household they aspired to have and the exhausting, earsplitting one they actually lived in. That gap is invariably widest in the hour after the kids get up in the morning, and the hour before they go to bed—the twin war zones of modern family life.

“When you’re living in a house where six people are trying to brush their teeth at the same time and everyone is fighting, nobody is happy,” Eleanor said. “I was trying the whole ‘love them and everything will work out’ philosophy, but it wasn’t working. ‘For the love God,’ I finally said, ‘I can’t take this anymore.’”

What convinced her to make a change was the day David asked each of their kids to describe their mom. Their answer: “She yells a lot.”

What the Starrs did next, though, was surprising. Instead of turning to their parents or friends, or trying to find advice in books or on television, they looked to David’s workplace. They turned to a cutting-edge program called “agile development” that was rapidly spreading from automobile manufacturers in Japan to software designers in Silicon Valley. Agile development is a system of group dynamics in which workers are organized into small teams, each team huddles briefly every morning, and the team convenes for a longer gathering at week’s end to critique how it’s functioning. In the workplace, these gatherings are called “review and retrospective”; in the home, the Starrs called them “family meetings.”

As David wrote in an influential 2009 white paper “Agile Practices for Families,” having weekly family meetings increased communication, improved productivity, lowered stress, and made everyone much happier to “be part of the family team.”

When Linda and I adopted the agile blueprint with our daughters, weekly family meetings quickly became the single most impactful idea we introduced into our lives since the birth of our children. They became the centerpiece around which we organized our family. And they transformed our relationships with our kids—and each other—in ways we never could have imagined.

And the meetings did all this while lasting under twenty minutes.

“THE BEST THANKSGIVING WE EVER HAD”

The institution of the family has undergone dramatic changes in recent decades. From the decline of marriage to the rise of divorce, from the surge of women into the workplace to the novelty of men being more involved in raising children, nearly every aspect of domestic life has been transformed.

Yet through all this, the family has prevailed and has even grown in importance. A 2010 Pew study found that three-quarters of adults said their family was the most important element of their lives; the same number said they were “very satisfied” with their family life, and eight in ten said the family they have today is as close or closer than the one they grew up in.

That’s the good news. Now, here’s the bad news: Almost everyone feels completely overwhelmed by the pace and pressures of daily life, and that exhaustion is exacting an enormous toll on family well-being. Survey after survey shows that parents and children both list stress as their number one concern. This includes stress inside as well as outside the home. And if parents feel harried, it trickles down to their children. Studies have shown that parental stress weakens children’s brains, depletes their immune systems, and increases their risk of obesity, mental illness, diabetes, allergies, even tooth decay.

And kids know it, too. In a survey of a thousand families, Ellen Galinsky, the head of the Families and Work Institute and the author of Mind in the Making, asked children, “If you were granted one wish about your parents, what would it be?” Most parents predicted their kids would say spending more time with them. They were wrong. The kids’ number one wish was that their parents were less tired and less stressed.

How do we solve that problem, at least inside the home? Part of the challenge has to do with families constantly undergoing change. My favorite line about parenting is from my friend Justin, who has four children. “Everything is a phase,” he says, “even the good parts.” Just when kids start sleeping, they stop napping; just when they start walking, they begin throwing tantrums; just when they get used to soccer, they add piano lessons; just when they start putting themselves to bed, they begin having homework and needing their parents’ help again; just when they get the hang of taking tests, along comes texting, dating, and online hazing. No wonder the great Harvard family theorist Salvador Minuchin said the most important characteristic of families is being “rapidly adaptable.”

So has anyone out there figured out how to reduce stress and improve adaptability? Yes—in fact, an entire field has been devoted to this issue.

In the early 1980s, Jeff Sutherland, a former fighter pilot in Vietnam, was chief technologist at a large financial firm in New England when he began noticing how dysfunctional software development was. Companies followed the “waterfall model,” in which executives issued ambitious orders from above and expected them to flow downward to the programmers below. Eighty-three percent of projects came in late, overbudget, or failed entirely. “I’m looking at this and thinking, ‘This is worse than flying over North Vietnam,’” Jeff told me one afternoon at his home in Boston. “There only half the people got shot down!”

Jeff was determined to design a new system, in which ideas would not only flow down from the top but also percolate up from the bottom. Around 1990, he read thirty years of articles in Harvard Business Review before stumbling across one from 1986 called “The New New Product Development Game.” The authors, Hirotaka Takeuchi and Ikujiro Nonaka, said the pace of business was quickening and argued that successful organizations were built around speed and flexibility. The paper highlighted Toyota and Canon and likened their tight-knit teams to rugby scrums. “We hit that paper and said, ‘That’s it!’” Sutherland said.

Jeff is credited with applying the word scrum to business. Later scrum fell under the umbrella term “agile development.” Today, agile (the word is used as a collective) is standard practice in a hundred countries, and two-thirds of all software is developed using its philosophy. Odds are you used something today, from your cell phone to your search engine, that was built using agile practices. In time, leading firms like GE and Facebook began using them in their executive suites, too.

In many ways, agile is part of the larger trend in society toward decentralizing power. The business guru Tom Peters said “agile organizations win” because they’re not bound by fixed rules. They have the freedom to create new rules. A similar evolution has been happening in families for decades, as power has shifted from the exclusive domain of fathers to include mothers and, increasingly, children. Inevitably, fans of agile began to ask whether families could benefit from its practices.

“I began to see a lot of people using agile at home, especially with their children,” Jeff told me. Jeff’s own children were grown at the time, but he and his wife, Arlene, started using agile to help manage their weekends. They took me into their kitchen and showed me a giant flowchart hanging on the wall. The chart was divided into three columns: STUFF TO DO, THINGS IN PROGRESS, THINGS DONE. In the left-hand column, STUFF TO DO, they placed a series of Post-it notes—“animals,” “grocery shopping,” “Skype with Veronica.” When either person begins working on an item, they move it from the first column to the second column; when they finish, they move the note to the third column.

Agile terminology describes this type of flowchart as an “information radiator.” Having large, highly visible displays lets everyone on the team track everyone else’s progress. “If you have something public like this in your home,” Jeff said, “I guarantee you’ll get twice as much done. Guarantee.”

Their favorite example was their first agile Thanksgiving. “We got everybody together and made a list of what needed to be done,” Arlene said. “Food needed to be bought, dishes needed to be prepared, the table needed to be set. Then we created a small team for each item.”

“We had this hospitality team led by a nine-year-old,” Jeff said. “Whenever the doorbell rang, he would grab people and run to the door. ‘Hi! We’re so happy you’re here. Let us take your coats!’ No one has ever felt so welcomed to our house. Everyone agreed it was the best Thanksgiving we ever had.”

But of course it didn’t go off without a glitch. The team assigned to set the table couldn’t agree on how to arrange the place cards. One of the daughters-in-law prefers to sit alongside her spouse, while the Sutherlands prefer to split up the couples. The committee couldn’t reach consensus, so they punted, producing a bottleneck at the table.

“This is where agile is particularly effective,” Jeff said. “The next day, at our review meeting, we discussed what happened. First we named the problem. The team doesn’t agree on seating. Then we proposed solutions for the next gathering. We can seat couples together, split them up, or mix and match. Then we built agreement, which was to switch off at alternate family functions.”

So what lessons did they take away?

“Jeff and I each had difficult upbringings,” Arlene said. “Our primary goal as parents was not to set up the same barriers for our children that our parents set up for us.”

“That’s where agile comes in,” Jeff added. “People think it’s natural to live in a world in where everyone is dysfunctional. It’s not. It’s normal for people to be satisfied. All you have to do is remove the barriers that are making you unhappy and you’ll be a lot happier. That’s what this system does.”

In effect, what agile accomplishes is to accept that disorder and order live alongside each other. By acknowledging things will go wrong, then introducing a system to address those wrongs, you increase the odds that the system—in this case the family—can work right.


WHAT ARE YOU FORGETTING?

A similar goal motivated Eleanor and David Starr to make their Idaho home a happier place.

The first problem they attacked was the bedlam in the mornings. David, who had used an information radiator at work, suggested they use one at home. The family sat down and created a morning checklist. The document listed what every kid needed to accomplish before school. They tacked the note on the kitchen wall. Their first list looked like this:


SELF-DIRECTED

MORNING CHECKLIST

1. Take vitamins or medicine

2. Eat breakfast

3. Shower or wash face and neck

4. Take care of your hair

5. Do morning chores

6. Brush your teeth (two minutes)

7. Backpack, shoes, and socks

What are you having for lunch?

What are you taking to school today?

What are you forgetting?




For the first few weeks, nothing really happened. The kids wandered around in something of a daze, asking what they were supposed to be doing and generally complaining. “And every time they would start milling about,” Eleanor told me, “I simply said, ‘Check the list.’ After a while, I became like a broken record. ‘You need to check the list.’” Gradually the kids began gravitating to it without having to be told. “I would say it took about two weeks,” Eleanor said. “We had to make a few modifications. The little one couldn’t read, so we made some symbols for him. But eventually, it clicked.”

Boy did it. When I showed up in the Starrs’ kitchen at 6:00 A.M. that Monday, five years after this system had been implemented, I was amazed by what I saw. Eleanor came downstairs, made herself a cup of coffee, and sat down in a reclining chair. She remained there for the next ninety minutes as first her two oldest children came downstairs, checked the list, made themselves breakfast, checked the list again, made themselves lunch, checked the list, emptied and reloaded the dishwasher, rechecked the list, fed the pets, checked the list one final time, then gathered their belongings and made their way to the bus stop.

When I asked why they checked the list so often, she said they found it comforting on groggy mornings.

As soon as the older children were gone, the two youngest ones came downstairs and did the same things, though with different chores. With the logistics taken care of, Eleanor could concentrate on the softer side of mothering—asking about an upcoming test, smoothing over an anxiety, spreading a little love on their day. It was one of the most astonishing family dynamics I had ever seen.

I told Eleanor how impressive it was, but I strenuously said this system would never work in my house—our girls needed too much monitoring; they would never stop what they were doing and check off some list. Eleanor looked at me sympathetically. “That’s what I thought,” she said. “I told David, ‘Leave your work out of my kitchen.’ But I was wrong.”

David beamed, then added, “You can’t overestimate the satisfaction a person gets by doing this.” He made a check mark in the air. “Even in the workplace, adults love it. And with kids, it’s heaven.”

But if the morning list transformed one of the biggest pain points in their lives, the bigger change came when they implemented another agile practice.


“WHAT WENT REALLY WELL IN OUR FAMILY THIS WEEK?”

Just after dinner on Sunday night, ten-year-old Bowman plopped down at the kitchen table and began making a drumroll with his hands. This meant the family meeting was ready to begin, and gradually all of the other members sat down and added their hands to the percussion. The older two boys fought over a chair. Isabelle grabbed a Jolly Rancher, which Bowman snatched out of her hand. “Knock it off, you two,” David said.

When everyone was settled, David asked the first question. “What went really well in our family this week?”

The core idea of agile development is that life is constantly changing, and we have to organize ourselves in ways to allow us to react to changes in real time. The centerpiece of the program is a weekly review session built on the principle of “inspect and adapt.” Three questions traditionally get asked: (1) What have you done this week? (2) What are you going to do next week? (3) Are there any impediments in your way we can help you with?

The Starrs came up with a modified three questions for their family meeting.


	What things went well in our family this week?


	What things could we improve in our family?


	What things will you commit to working on this week?




I was struck by how eager the children were to provide answers. In response to what went well, Cutter said they did a good job checking off chores; Mason said he and Bowman came up with a good solution when the Weedwacker broke; Eleanor said she and Mason were fighting less.

The answers to the second question—“What can still be improved?”—were even more revelatory. One child said the chores list got mixed up; another said finishing evening activities was getting harder. Eleanor said the children were not following the rule of no screen time during the week, and David threw in that there was entirely too much interrupting.

But the real magic occurred when they moved to the final question, “What will you commit to working on this week?” David listed all of the items on the “to be improved” list, and the family voted to focus on two: no screen time and no interrupting. The children then proposed possible remedies for controlling screen time. How about a secret password to turn on the television? Too complicated, they decided. How about just agreeing to follow the rule? Not tough enough. How about taping a sign over all the screens? Only if it’s not ugly, Mom insisted. No problem; two kids were given the task of designing the signs.

They moved on to interrupting, and one kid had a bold suggestion. Push-ups! Everyone loved this idea, but how many? Two? Ten? Five? They settled on seven, but who got to decide when someone was officially interrupting? Again, a novel solution emerged. One parent or two children. To demonstrate, all four of the kids dropped to the floor and began counting push-ups.

“You guys are covered in a thin film of weird,” David said. “So is that a wrap?”

“That’s a wrap,” they cried.

In his paper “Agile Practices for Families,” David stressed the important differences between using agile at work and at home. Employees are paid to abide by the system; family members are not. Employees can be fired; children cannot.

Still, he insisted, the main benefit is the same: Agile provides a built-in mechanism for communication. “What works about the family meeting,” he said, “is that it’s a regularly scheduled time to draw attention to specific behaviors. If you don’t have a safe environment to discuss problems, any plan to improve your family will go nowhere.”


WELCOME TO OUR FAMILY MEETING

Back at home, Linda listened to my description of the agile family movement. After David’s white paper was published online, he was asked to lead a few seminars at computer conferences, the trade press picked it up, and his ideas began to go viral. Blogs started popping up around the country. A how-to manual was published. Linda was skeptical but agreed to try at least some of the techniques.

The first thing we experimented with was a morning list. Mornings were a complete wreck in our house, with screams, threats, tears, and tantrums—and that was just the adults! We sat down with the girls and told them about our plan, including the news that they were now old enough to make their beds in the morning. We assembled our list, along with a homemade poster—er, information radiator—to make the whole thing more appealing. When I said I wanted everyone to be more cheerful in the mornings, the girls added to the list a phrase they’d heard from their cousins: “Joy! Rapture! Yay!” We taped the signs near the kitchen.
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My goal was to have the morning list reduce our commotion by 20 percent. In the first week alone, it was cut in half. I was stunned. I particularly noticed that the girls were strict in their self-judgments and didn’t give themselves check marks they hadn’t earned. Frowny faces were common. Linda was also impressed, and I could see her softening to these geeky ideas I was dragging home. The system wasn’t perfect, of course. Neither one of us was sitting with our feet up discussing social studies, but I kept reminding myself the Starrs had a five-year head start, and their kids were a lot older.

After a month, our girls had mostly internalized the list and began to slack off with their check marks. We regressed every now and then and had to resort to our old habits of “hurry up, put on your shoes,” “find your mittens, we’re late.” A few times I even forgot to print out the list. At three months, we held a revision session. We let the girls change the wording of a few items, removed some altogether (GET DRESSED), rearranged others (BRUSH YOUR HAIR went earlier), and experimented with bonus points. Ultimately we felt confident enough in our grasp of agile to proceed to the main event.

Our first family meeting was nowhere near as successful as the morning list. We started off well, adopting the Starr family’s drumroll. Then we played an old theater game I love in which one person leads the others in saying “ma,” alternating between faster and slower, before freezing and saying, “Welcome to our family meeting.”

We then asked three questions:


	What went right in your life this week?


	What did not go right in your life?


	What will you work on next week?




Here’s where the problems began. Tybee complained she wasn’t chosen to answer first. Eden mentioned how much she loved a playdate, which seemed irrelevant to the rest of us. I looked over and saw that Linda was flipping through a catalog. Not good. After a few more weeks of equally uninspired gatherings, I called David.

“You’re focusing on the wrong thing,” he said. “The purpose of the meeting is not to talk about each of you as individuals. It’s to focus on how you’re functioning as a family.”

He was right. When else did we discuss this most basic thing: how we were a family. We redesigned our questions:


	What worked well in our family this week?


	What went wrong in our family this week?


	What will we work on this coming week?




Suddenly amazing things started coming out of our daughters’ mouths. The insights were minor, but hearing the girls articulate them left us gobsmacked. What worked well in our family this week? “Getting over our fears of riding a bike,” “We’ve been doing much better making our beds without being asked.” “Clearing our plates.” What went wrong? “We didn’t do our math sheets on time” “We didn’t greet visitors at the door like Mom asked.”

Like most parents, we found our daughters to be something of a Bermuda Triangle: words and thoughts would go in, but none ever came out, at least not revelatory ones. Their emotional lives were invisible to us. The family meeting provided that rare window into their innermost thoughts.

And the breakthroughs didn’t stop there. The girls soon started directing their comments toward each other—and toward us. What didn’t work well? “Daddy screamed too much in the morning.” “Mommy, you forgot to get milk so we couldn’t have French toast like you promised.” What worked well this week? Eden: “I helped Tybee with her homework.” Tybee: “We were supportive of Eden when she was sick.” Who knew they were this self-aware!

The most satisfying moments came when we turned to the topic of what we would work on during the coming week. To my surprise, the girls loved this part. They suggested item after item. The lists grew so long we had to come up with a way of winnowing it down. We designed what I called an “Olympic-style” voting system, after the one used to select host cities for the Olympic Games. Everyone voted for their favorite items, then we eliminated the low vote-getter every round until we had two winners. The girls then proposed their own rewards and punishments. Say hello to five people this week, get an extra ten minutes of reading before bed. Kick someone, and you lose dessert for a month. Linda and I thought a week might be enough, but it turns out our daughters were little Stalins. Invariably we had to tone down their punishments.

Naturally there was a gap between the girls’ off-the-charts maturity during these twenty-minute sessions and their actual behavior the rest of the week. But that didn’t seem to matter. It felt to us as if we were laying massive underground cables that wouldn’t fully light up their world for many years to come. Two years later, we were still holding these family meetings every Sunday evening. Linda began to count them among her most-treasured moments as a mom.


THE AGILE FAMILY MANIFESTO

So what did we learn?

The word agile entered the business lexicon on February 13, 2001. Jeff Sutherland and sixteen other designers met in Utah to find common ground about the variety of new techniques just gaining popularity. For two days, the men argued nonstop. Finally someone stood up and said, “Is there anything we can agree on?” In less than an hour they had a twelve-point statement they called “The Agile Manifesto.” Since then, it’s been translated into fifty-eight languages.

After seeing agile techniques in action with multiple families, I believe the time is ripe for an “Agile Family Manifesto.” I propose five planks.

1. Solutions exist. I first learned about agile from a friend in Silicon Valley when I turned to her one New Year’s Eve and asked if she knew of anything in her world that could help my family. Agile development was the idea that made me believe there are hundreds of such innovations, in places we don’t even think about, that can help families be happier. We don’t just need to speak to family experts to improve our families; we can speak to anyone who’s expert in making groups run more smoothly. That became a central premise of this project. Solutions are out there—we just have to go find them.

2. Empower the children. Our instinct as parents is to issue orders to our children. We think we know best; it’s easier; who has time to argue? And besides, we’re usually right! There’s a reason few systems have been more “waterfall” than the family. But as all parents quickly discover, telling your kids the same thing over and over is not necessarily the best tactic. The single biggest lesson we can take away from agile practices is figuring out how to reverse the waterfall as often as we can. Let the children take a role in their own upbringing.

A significant amount of recent brain research backs this up. Scientists at the University of California and elsewhere found that kids who plan their own time, set weekly goals, and evaluate their own work build up their prefrontal cortex and other parts of the brain that help them exert greater cognitive control over their lives. These so-called executive skills aid children with self-discipline, avoiding distractions, and weighing the pros and cons of their choices.

By picking their own punishments, children become more internally driven to avoid them. By choosing their own rewards, children become more intrinsically motivated to achieve them. Let your kids take a greater role in raising themselves.

One takeaway I got from agile is that whenever I see friends with checklists—chores, schedules, allowance—I ask whether the adults or the kids are doing the checking off. Invariably it’s the adults. The science suggests there’s a better way. To achieve maximum benefits, have the children do the scoring. They’ll develop a much finer sense of self-awareness. Even if this approach doesn’t work on every occasion, it’s about teaching your kids an approach to problem solving they can carry with them the rest of their lives.
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