
Silent agreements are the unspoken rules of relationships, especially family
relationships. These are the underlying assumptions and expectations for how family
members are to conduct themselves.

Before a discussion on Boundaries, it is important for participants to identify the Silent
Agreements that underlie how their families function. Once the silent agreements are
no longer silent, healthy boundaries can be developed and implemented.

With this in mind, it is useful to review the outline, “Before Boundaries: Silent
Agreements.”
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When I was growing up, there were a great many expectations that were agreed
upon although never spoken of. Some are classic, like as a child, I was expected to
do well in school, clean up after myself, do my chores, and the like. I expected my
parents to provide nurturing, housing, clothes, food, and basic necessities. These
were not talked about, they were just understood. These are “silent agreements.”
However, there were other “silent agreements” with their set of expectations that
were not discussed, then or now! These included never discussing my
grandmother’s manic-depressive illness, even though we (my sister & I) were
responsible for her care; my grandfather’s recovery from alcoholism, even though
he went to meetings almost every night and held court in our house every Sunday
; my mother’s Crohn’s disease even though it meant she was hospitalized
frequently; my step-father’s depression, even when he did not get out of bed for
days on end. The Big Silent Agreement was that my sister and I would take care
of the unwell adults and not complain about it or expect that our emotional
needs would be met. In the family I created as an adult, these agreements could
have continued except that I learned to challenge them. MJ

What silent agreements are you as a facilitator aware of? Which have you
decided to retain only now as conscious agreements, at least on your part. By
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understanding our own silent agreements, especially around chronic illness, we
are all in a better position to make conscious decisions about how and what we
will choose to participate in vis a vis these agreements.

Another way to think about silent agreements is that they are contracts that have
not been clearly and openly delineated. By identifying them, we are putting
ourselves and others in a position to choose to retain the contents of the
agreement as is or to make changes.
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Families

If a family’s way of dealing with mental illness is not in the best
interest of all its members, then it is not the best solution
(Johnson, 1994; p. 169).

This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY-SA

Unlike the medical model which asks, “What is best for the client?”, a family systems
approach seeks to answer the question, “What is best for the family?” Any solution that
favors one family member over other family members is not a viable solution.

This is a difficult concept to teach families and providers since the familiarity of the
medical model is in opposition to this approach. Nonetheless, in order to guide families
toward healthy transitions from a typical trajectory to their new trajectory with chronic
mental illness in a family member, accounting for the needs of the whole family is the
most viable approach. After all, the whole family is affected, not just the individual with
the identified illness.
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What are silent
agreements?

Review the tip sheet in your guide, “Before Boundaries: Silent Agreements.” The
proverbial “elephant in the room” are what silent agreements are. They are the
unwritten codes of conduct and non-verbal expectations that everyone in a family
understands and adheres to. When families have a member who has a chronic illness,
and SMI is chronic, the tendency is for the family to focus on the one individual and the
others are expected to do so without complaint. This is actually contraindicated. All of
the research points to how badly an individual with any chronic illness feels when the
focus is on them and they are therefore separate from the rest of the family. This
increases their sense of shame and isolation. Best to determine as a whole family what
does the whole family need in order to include the individual with chronic illness,
especially SMI, as best as it can. Our job as facilitators is to encourage this process.
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What are
silent

agreements?

Family rules. Roles. And expectations.

Roles play an extremely important part in healthy
family functioning. Most researchers agree that the
establishment of clear roles within a family is
directly connected to a family’s ability to deal with
day -to-day life, unforeseen crises, and the normal
changes that occur in families over time.

(Peterson & Green, 1999).

The problem is that few families engage in open dialogue about what the family rules
are, never mind roles and expectations. These are often assumed from societal
designations (gender specific roles, for example); family preferences (often multi-
generational), and the unspoken rules that are guiding the family interactions. When
faced with SMI, open discussions enable the family to embrace the challenges, build
solutions, and identify how to deal with the day-to-day details, unforeseen crises, and
typical changes that occur in families over the course of time.
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What are silent agreements?

This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY-ND

Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs explains what each member of the family needs. This is
not reserved for only the ones with the chronic illness. However, the individual with an
SMI is likely to need assistance with physiological and safety needs. These are the
foundational requirements for any individual to reach self-actualization. It is a difficult
process for families when faced with SMI because it seems to put the family out of
developmental order, especially if the individual is an adult.

It may be helpful for participants to use the Replanting Lives workbook, exercises
“Inventory of Person” and “Inventory of Person’s Illness.” This helps participants reclaim
their loved one and identify the illness as a distinct separate part of their experience
with their loved one.
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What are silent agreements?

Voice is not given to needs,
wants, or desires of family
members.

In families where there is chronic illness, it seems as though it is not okay for the healthy
family members to express their needs, wants, or desires in an open and even handed
way. IN order for a family to function well, like any well oiled machine, all of the parts
have to be able to get their needs met. Just like a machine which is not taken care of, a
family may well break down. The statistics for marriages when confronted with a child
with a chronic illness like SMI is grim, well in excess of the current 50% for all marriages.
Consider the strain on a family without adding in a component that prevents
opportunities for each member of the family to get her needs met.
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What are silent agreements?

As Kern (2017) points out, “they are
those unspoken “rules” of our
relationships that grow from the topics
we don’t talk about—the needs, wishes
and expectations that we don’t share but
hold others accountable to anyway.

.

Silent agreements are not just about communicating poorly in your
relationships,” says Licensed Clinical Psychologist Sonia R. Banks, PhD. “In
contrast, a silent agreement is a situation where you have consciously or
unconsciously agreed to something with another person without discussing it at
all.”

It may be useful to review the handout, “Stage Four: Challenge.” This could also
be given as a homework assignment or a group exercise in order to bring this
difficult topic “home” for participants. It is also important to point out that every
family, every relationship, has silent agreements.
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What are silent agreements?

Negative Beliefs and
Expectations.

Expectations are pre-meditated resentments. Expectations are anticipations of
outcomes with little evidence of that outcome becoming likely. How often do we have a
beautiful sunny day and anticipate outdoor activities only to be swamped by pesky
bugs? What other examples might you come up with? This could be a fun way to bring
this awareness to the participants in a quick 5 minute go around the group exercise.
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What are silent
agreements?

When your thoughts go to the “Should’s,
ought’s, must’s, have-to’s” you are
identifying the silent agreements that may
or may not be healthy for you or anyone
else.

These are silent agreements as they are often understood without anyone saying a
word. The best way to explore whether or not they are constructive is to apply the four
questions from the Work by Byron Katie (on the outline).

1. Is it true? (if yes, move to 2. If no, move to 3).
2. Can you absolutely know it is true? (yes or no).
3. How do react, what happens, when you believe that thought?
4. Who would you be without that thought (picture yourself without that thought).

This exercise informs as to the nature of the silent agreement and its impact on the
participant.
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The Work
by
Byron Katie

THE WORK by Byron Katie is designed to challenge your beliefs so that you can
make better decisions about what you think and how you think.

http://thework.com/en
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The Work by Byron Katie

Is it true? (yes or no; if
no, move to 3)

Can you absolutely
know that it is true?

(yes or no)

How do react, what
happens, when you

believe that thought?

Who would you be
without that thought?

(picture yourself
without that thought)

http://thework.com/en
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React? No!
Respond?

Yessss!

http://thework.com/en
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What are the downfalls
of challenging silent

agreements?

Resistance.

Withdrawal.

Shaming.

Shunning.

Resentment.

Uneven burdens.

Inability to manage crises.

Poor problem-solving skills

If the silent agreement is counter-productive, then it makes sense to challenge it.
However, there is a price to pay for challenging silent agreements. After all, in effect, we
are challenging the status quo. Even though it is not good for us or our family, the
familiar has a comfort that change does not have. And, it is good to note that just
because a silent agreement has been identified and challenged, it may or may not be
changed! The big difference is that it is no longer silent. That brings a sense of control
to the agreement and choice as to whether or not to continue with it.
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What are the benefits of
challenging silent
agreements?

Choice!

Respond vs React

“Captain of your own boat.”

Once you become aware of the silent agreement, you can decide what, if
anything, you want to do about it. You can respond instead of react. You
become the captain of your own ship. Live your truth.
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What are the benefits of
challenging silent agreements?

AAA:

Awareness

Acceptance

Action

Awareness leads to insight and that leads to making informed decisions about
the silent agreement. By being given the opportunity to consciously decide
whether or not to continue with the agreement (which is now no longer silent), it
makes the participant responsible for their part in the relationship agreement.
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What are effective strategies for
challenging silent agreements?

Stage Four: Challenge

“I examine my expectations of myself and
others and make a commitment to challenge any
negative expectations (silent agreements).”

(Johnson, 1994; p. 170)

Review chapter 7 of Hidden victims, hidden healers. Work on stage four. There
are also questions in the outline. Create an opportunity for participants to share
about this with one another.
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What does
Stage Four
look like?

• What do others expect of me in relation
to my family member with mental illness?

• What are some shared beliefs within my
family about our loved one with mental
illness?

• What do I believe is the cause of mental
illness? How does this affect how I
interact with my family and how does it
affect the plans I make for our futures?

• What do I believe would help my family
member with mental illness get well?

• At this time, what is my biggest fear?

For each answer, ask, “Why?”

Why do others expect me to do xyz regarding my loved one with SMI?
Why does my family believe xyz about our loved one with SMI?
Why do I believe as I do about the cause of mental illness?
Why do I believe as I do about how to help my family member with SMI get well?
Why am I afraid?

These questions allow participants to more thoroughly explore the silent agreements
they have with themselves!
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What does Stage
Four look like?

• What silent agreements do
you have with every family
member?

• How do these agreements
affect YOU? Your
feelings, goals, and
relationships?

More questions that clarify the impact of silent agreements on the participants. In
effect the eyes are open, the ears can hear, and the mouth can speak. No longer is it
okay to pretend that everything is fine as it is. Now it is an opportunity to develop more
authentic relationships with self, family members, and others.
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What do silent agreements
have to do with Boundaries?

• You respond instead of react….

• Setting clear, firm boundaries means that you don’t automatically react to everyone’s
thoughts and feelings.

• You tolerate other people’s opinions and do not become defensive when you disagree.

• You recognize that your reaction is your responsibility.

• You adopt a healthy skepticism regarding what others say about you (good or bad), and
your self-esteem doesn't rise and fall as a result.

• You say no, and you accept hearing no. (Esposito, 2017).

This is why silent agreements are reviewed before engaging in the discussion on
boundaries. By owning the agreements with others, we take personal responsibility for
our part in the dynamic AND we expect that others are responsible for their part
whether or not they choose to be aware of the silent agreements.”
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What are
Boundaries?

• Boundaries are the guidelines we
establish for ourselves and others,
how we expect to be treated.

• Boundaries empower.

• Boundaries imply consequences
when they are not respected.

Boundaries are the fences we put between ourselves and others. When they are clearly
defined, there are few opportunities for transgressions.
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The Seven C’s

I didn’t CAUSE it.
I can’t CONTROL it.

I can’t CURE it.
But I can take CARE of myself by
COMMUNICATING my feelings,

making good CHOICES and
CELEBRATING myself

The 7 C’s are always a great reminder for participants who are managing with loved ones
with SMIs or any other chronic disease.
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When best laid plans fail!

•Stick to your “normal” routines as much as you canStick

•Eat and drink in moderationEat and drink in

•Plan on exercise; build in “nature” time.Plan on

•Make sure you have a Plan B and a Plan C in place for the unexpectedMake

•Keep music that you love on hand and listen to it when needing toKeep

•Prioritize your time, activities, and commitments (do what you want to and can)Prioritize

•Take good, loving care of yourself!Take

At the close of sessions, it is sometimes helpful to remind participants that since they
did not cause the illness, they cannot control nor cure it. However, there are some
things that they CAN do.
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As always, it comes down to the Serenity Prayer, doesn’t it!
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Disclaimer

Take what you like and leave the rest.

We are not responsible for how the
content or the presentation is used.

Viewers agree to hold harmless Grow A
Strong Family, Inc., its staff and board of
directors from any liability, loss, claim,

cost or damage of any nature
whatsoever which may arise from

viewing or listening to the presentation.

29(c)2020 Grow a Strong Family


