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Introduction

Start with an example.  When we want to make lasting improvements in our lives, to be successful we must involve family and friends in making necessary changes.  Rarely do we as individuals stand alone.  Our lives are intertwined with those closest to us; what we do affects them, and what they do affects us.

The effects are sometimes direct and obvious; at other times they are indirect, are difficult to see, and work through the manipulation of the environment we live in.  Their direct influence is apparent—whether we are at the receiving end of an angry parent’s tirade or are enjoying a relaxing evening with a friend.  Some friends and family members tell us what to do, others help us do things, and still others listen to and comfort us. Most of us have parents who have told us how to behave and set rules for us to follow. 

Family and friends also affect us indirectly through shared living routines. This is a more subtle and unconscious influence but a lasting one; it makes the family environment itself an important agent of change, and highlights the importance of involving family members in the change process.  In this book, we have repeatedly called for changing the environment to promote healthy behavior.  But the environment is not yours to change.  It belongs to people you share it with.  Thus it is natural that if the environment has to change, we need to involve family and friends who share it with us.


“Family” is broadly defined here to include “any group of persons who are related biologically, legally, or emotionally.”  Our focus is on family and friends who share a common environment—either a physical environment, such as a home, or a shared purpose, such as helping with daily activities like preparing meals or washing clothes.  

Healthy family systems maintain a problem-solving orientation.
 This chapter shows how you, your family, and your friends can solve significant problems.  You will learn about group norms, adaptability, and communication methods that could help you work with your family and friends on a common task.


Realistically, of course, no one is perfect. Our family and friends have shortcomings; rarely do they live up to our highest ideals. All relationships evolve and can be improved. This chapter focuses on processes you can use to solve problems, even with those who may have some level of conscious or subconscious conflict with you.  We do not assume that you are living in bliss.  We acknowledge that your relationships may have conflict.  Nevertheless, we show how less than perfect relations can work together to create a functional and positive environment for change. We cannot promise to help you forge closer ties—only an increased likelihood of succeeding at improving your weight and exercise habits.

Team Composition

To affect positive change, identify the people who can best help you with changes in your diet and exercise environment.  These will be the people on your team. The team should consist of family members and friends who share daily routines or a physical environment with you.  It might include people from different generations, such as parents and children, and even people who do not get along very well.  It might include people you take care of or people who take care of you.  

Assign appropriate tasks to each team member. If you want to change your diet, invite the person who prepares and shops for the food, or who typically arranges for social events, to help you out. If your circle includes someone who enjoys sports, ask this person to help you develop and stick with an exercise program. Your team members may not necessarily be your companions, but people who share your food system or your daily home, work, or school environment. They may not share your diet or exercise plan, but can help you determine the food you eat or serve as an exercise coach.  

The members of your weight-loss team should be "process owners," not buddies.  As noted in Chapter 1, a process owner is a person who contributes to production within your diet or exercise system, whereas a buddy is someone with whom you may simply diet and exercise.  In other words, a friend or a family member who diets with you is a buddy, but the person who prepares your food is a process owner and may not necessarily want to diet with you.  The purpose of forming a team is to bring together those who share the process, not the activities.  In deciding whom to involve, ask yourself whether the person makes decisions that restrict what options are available to you.

Usually, your spouse is the process owner involved in your efforts to lose weight and/or exercise more.  This doesn’t mean that the spouse must also lose weight or exercise, but merely that together you will set out to change the shared environment.  If you are unmarried, other members of your household, a close friend, or a family member can also help. The survey in Table 1 will help you rate your family members and friends in this regard and decide who is more of a process owner and can contribute to your team.  

	Table 1:  Who Is a Process Owner (who is a buddy)?

	As noted in the chapter, a buddy is a person who can participate in your diet or exercise plan.  A process owner is a person who shares a common environment with you and can influence your diet and exercise plan, even when he or she is not dieting or exercising with you.  This exercise helps you decide whether the person you have in mind is a buddy or a process owner. 



	Please write the name of the person you are considering:  My spouse
	Yes
	No

	1. Do you share food on a regular basis?
	√
	

	2. Do you have joint responsibility for maintaining a household or accomplishing other tasks that affect your diet or exercise?
	√
	

	3. Do you need to consider this person’s timetable when you are deciding the best time to exercise or eat food?
	√
	

	4. Does this person help you in carrying out daily living activities (bathing, eating, cleaning, washing clothes, commuting, etc.)?
	√
	

	5. Can this person’s decisions affect time, equipment, sports clothes, or other resources needed for your exercise?
	√
	

	6. Do this person’s decisions affect what food options are available to you?
	√
	

	7. Do you live together or see each other daily?
	√
	

	8. Does this person affect how and when you socialize with others?
	√
	

	The person with the highest number of positive responses is the most ideal person as a process owner for you.
	Total number of yes responses:
	8
	

	Please note that the following are not important considerations and should not influence your decision:

· Whether you like the person or not.  Process owners may not be on your list of favorite people; nevertheless they must be included if they are good candidates as determined by the questions above.

· Whether the person participates in your diet or exercise plans or not.  A process owner participates in your system, but not necessarily in your diet or exercise activities.





Once you have decided whom to approach to be on your team, tell those individuals what to expect:

· To improve your weight, you need their help.  

The responsibility for your improvement, however, is yours.  You will not blame them if you don’t achieve your goal.  

· You will meet as a problem-solving team to determine what needs to be changed in the physical environment or the household’s routines.  

This does not mean that they are committing to any particular change, only to meet regularly and to think thoroughly about the issues raised.

· You will meet once a week for an hour, and produce an agenda and specific problem-solving tasks.  This process may last for several months.  

· You will monitor your progress and report it truthfully to the team.  

To be effective, the team needs to have a shared understanding of its goals and functions, as well as how the meetings will function.  These points are discussed in the next section.

Your Team’s Goals and Procedures

The team should review the shared environment together and make suggestions that will result in positive change.  During this review, describe the processes that lead to specific behaviors.  Using flowcharts or lists of periodic events may be helpful (see Chapter 5).  The team’s goal is to adjust your daily routine activities (such as eating, sleeping, going to work) so that it is no longer possible or desirable to continue an unhealthy habit.
An example of this kind of intervention is the work being done with diabetics to help them regulate their own behavior. Many diabetics who succeed in controlling their sugar intake do so by stocking their shelves only with “legal” foods.
   This relatively easy change in the physical environment agreed upon by the family—buying some foods and avoiding others—will lead to a change in your behavior. This may seem simple enough, but eliminating the favorite family dessert, for example, may raise any number of issues or test the resolve of the team in working together.  

As noted in Chapter 1, don’t confuse the team’s role with support groups. Social support from family members and friends who see you trying hard is important because they can make it easier for you.  But the purpose of having the process owners meet regularly is not for support; it is for problem solving. A number of people need to be involved because the solutions will affect them, too. Changing an environment will affect all of the people sharing it.  For example, changing the kinds of foods you buy will affect those who share meals with you. Though support groups can offer understanding and encouragement, you need more than that from your team. You need the team’s active engagement in coming up with effective changes. 

The secret to ensuring that team members successfully work on a problem is to have them first define the problem and then find the solution to it.  Perhaps they’ll see the problem differently than you do, but after a while, any joint problem will affect all of you. The mere admission that you are in this together will help you become closer and more aware of how you influence each other.  We suggest that teams follow the steps below in understanding the problem and suggesting solutions: 

1. 
The team lists the routines that affect you (see Chapter 5), whether they seem related to the problem or not. For each day in the week, list what happens from the time you wake up in the morning until the time you fall asleep at night.  Identify how these events recur week after week.  For example, you may watch television for two hours each day, or go out to see a movie every other week.  The team should take enough time to create a thorough and comprehensive list of routines.


The team identifies how daily routines may enable or prevent a specific habit from occurring. Lifestyle routines may predispose you to continue a habit by providing the means for carrying it out. For example, placement of an exercise machine in the family room will make it easy for you to exercise while you are with your family. On the other hand, if your daily routines make it difficult to set aside a specific time to exercise, you will decrease the likelihood of developing a successful exercise program by removing an essential component of the habit: a set time each day to spend on the exercise machine.

If the team meets on a weekly basis, this step will take several weeks.

2.
Team members use their understanding of the household environment and its links to the target behavior to suggest changes in the environment and routines (see our workbook in Chapter 1).  The team collectively decides on a list of steps that can be taken and on which routines should be changed. For example, if you’re in the habit of coming home from work and having a drink or two to relax after a stressful day, the team might suggest substituting a brisk walk with your spouse or taking a hot bath.  This step may be completed in two weekly meetings. 

3.
The team helps institute the changes and monitors them to see if they have had the desired effect.  You are expected to maintain a diary and analyze it using control charts (see Chapter 6).  During its meetings, the team reviews the control charts to see if the changes they introduced have helped you modify poor habits.  When relapse to poor habits are observed, the team examines the circumstances that have led to the relapse—which, incidentally, should be viewed as an opportunity to learn, rather than a failure.  The team should determine the environment in which the relapse occurred, and come up with new ways to adjust the environment so that recurrence is less likely.  

When a targeted undesirable behavior continues, the natural tendency is to think of it as a failure and look to blame someone for it.  However, blame takes the focus away from the environment and behavioral changes. Keep the focus on making fundamental changes to the environment.  Recognizing relapse behavior then becomes part of the solution-oriented process by understanding how a relapse can be prevented next time.
 This phase may take a few months or longer, depending on the nature of the changes the team introduces.  

4.
The team recognizes success and celebrates gains, even when these are small.  Each day of success counts. Rewards build a sense of individual responsibility and stimulate a supportive climate within the group.  Recognizing success helps empower and motivate you to continue the process of positive change. The team should plan to celebrate your progress at regular intervals—after seven days of success, again after 30 days, and once more after several months, for example.

In following the steps above, the team members need to communicate clearly and regularly with one another. We strongly encourage teams to schedule meetings as often as once a week at the beginning. Between meetings, use an unfolding storyboard and a control chart as a reminder of progress to date (see Chapter 6)
Your Team’s Meeting Rules  

Organize team meetings so that all participants can express their task-related issues without careening into dysfunctional confrontation and other relationship problems.  The following rules are central to making team meetings more effective:  

1.
Each meeting has a start time, an agenda, and a timekeeper. 
Productivity is enhanced when meetings begin and end on time, when there is an agenda ahead of time, and when the team sticks to a process all members understand.  Meetings should not be allowed to exceed specific times; table items that remain unresolved at the end of the meeting until the next meeting.  Appoint a timekeeper to keep track of the time remaining for completing the agenda.  It may be helpful to summarize findings periodically during and at the end of the meeting. The team should share its meeting agenda with outside coaches and counselors, so that these agents of change are aware of what is being planned.  

2.
Meetings are for joint problem solving— not for having a party, eating together, sharing common feelings, or revisiting old conflicts.  Stay on the task. A common pitfall is allowing people to unload whatever is on their minds and ignoring the task for most of the meeting—and then approaching it when there is not enough time left to move ahead properly.  If a team member needs to ventilate about something, accept the outburst, but validate and address it at another time and place.  If conflict arises between two team members, redirect the team back to its task through the following strategies:

· Address the whole team and not just the two people caught in conflict.

· Validate the issues raised by both sides as relevant and important.

· Repeat the purpose of the meeting and the focus of the team for this particular day.

· Continue with the team’s task by asking a third person for his or her ideas concerning the task.

3.
Members of the team give one another their undivided attention; each is given time to express his or her views. Do not call attention to team members by laughing uproariously when something funny happens, by rushing to comfort when the person speaking feels pain, or by pretending to understand or share the person's concerns ("I know exactly how you feel").  

4.
Team members do not blame one another or attempt to solve relationship problems. They focus on the shared environment and how it can be improved. Instead of giving advice ("Here is what I would do if I were you…") team members might describe what they are willing to do to create a better environment.  They should not hand the problem to someone else or refer a person to a book ("You ought to talk with X about this," or "Have you read X?  I think it will help you").  They search for solutions in the environment and not in the persons involved. 

5.  
The team postpones any evaluation of ideas until all ideas have been listed.   Collect ideas one at a time from each member in the room; write them down on a large sheet of paper that everyone can see.  This is known as brainstorming.  Just collect the list of ideas without critiquing, or editing them as you go.  After the team has made the list, discuss the pros and cons of each idea and then select one or two to implement. 

6.  
The team does not rush to solutions.  Spend time understanding the links among diet, exercise, daily routines, and the environment.  The team must solicit solutions only after the problem is understood, and take its time doing so.  Keep in mind that improvement does not happen overnight; it is a process of working with outcomes and results, making changes, and monitoring progress toward goals.
7.
Team members do not take individualized action to help.  The purpose of the meetings is not to provide direct help to someone but to change a shared environment.  For example, if one member asks for money to cover an unexpected expense, the others must not offer a loan or promise to help during the meeting.
8.
The team does not force anyone into any action—even when it is for the person’s own benefit.  Each member is to decide how to collaborate in bringing about lasting environmental change.  Support autonomy and choice rather than attempting to control one another.  Ask team members who are demanding, critical, and inflexible to lead by example and to suggest environmental changes in which everyone can participate. Evaluate everyone’s decisions, and then come to a consensus regarding what changes to pursue. The team needs to be careful to avoid covering up any action, making excuses for failures, or following one person’s agenda. The goal should remain real problem solving; the data on targeted behavior will be the final determinant of success.
9.
Relapse into old behaviors or other failures are opportunities for learning and adjustment in the problem-solving process.  Use these experiences to make positive changes to the shared environment. It is not productive to blame or admonish others on the team.

Conclusion


You will have the greatest chance for success if you follow the advice in this chapter while undertaking team meetings.  Although it is often easiest just to go down your own road, you’ll create more lasting change when involving others.  It is worth the effort to get the team on your side.  The team may travel in a direction you wouldn’t normally choose, but you may be pleasantly surprised at the end of the road.
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