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Why Social Skills / Family and Relationship Skills are 

Important 
• Social skills help us nurture and navigate our relationships at home and in the 

workplace. These skills are important for strengthening bonds of love and 

friendship, reducing misunderstandings, solving conflicts, and achieving personal 

and professional goals. 

• Many social skills are learned in childhood and early adulthood, but we can 

continuously work on and improve these skills throughout our lives. 

o Just because we developed a set of social skills in our formative years 

doesn’t mean that that’s what you’re stuck with for the rest of your life. 

o We may not be satisfied with the skills we have. 

o We are constantly changing, our families change, our relationships 

change, so our skills must keep up with that. 

• The people around us are important to how we feel and how well we do the 

things we want or need to on a day-to-day basis.  

• Old friendships can become strained as we move on in life, develop different 

interests, or take different career paths.  

• Our relationship with our partner may be “not what it used to be” because of 

struggles we haven’t resolved or changes in our interests or differences of 

opinion about how to handle a challenge we face – an adolescent child or an 

aging parent, for example.  
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• Sometimes, we get in frequent, repetitive conflicts with people we care about. 

There’s no good reason but “the same thing just seems to keep happening.” 

 

Key Skills 

• Communication Skills 

• Conflict Resolution 

• Knowledge of Yourself 

• Knowledge of Others / Empathy 

• Monitoring 

 

Practical Steps 
 

Communication Problems 

• Not communicating by avoidance or shutting down 

• Concern about upsetting yourself or others by communicating openly 

• Expecting others to read your mind 

• Misinterpretation and false assumptions 

• Bad timing for having certain conversations 

• Concerns about trust and past behaviors 

• Not paying attention (being a poor listener) 

 

Being a Better Communicator 

• Phrase feedback in terms of the effect that someone’s behavior has had on you 

(Use “I” statements) 

• Don’t interrupt others 

• Be assertive about your needs and desires 

• Understand and pick up the cues for when it’s time to give advice and when 

someone just wants you to listen 

• Admit to your mistakes and apologize for them 

o Ask for feedback 

• Recognize and avoid passive-aggressive behaviors 

 

Working on Communication Problems in the Family 

• Schedule family time, mealtimes, and one-on-one time 

• Make sure people are relaxed and in a good mental space before talking about a 

difficult topic 

• Learn not to say things that you can’t take back 

• “Reset” when conversations start to escalate 

• Be conscious of facial and body language 

http://PROSPER@unc.edu
http://sph.unc.edu/osherc/osherc
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• Focus on solving problems constructively, not attacking the other person 

• Recognize that although the content of the problems seems familiar, they can be 

very complicated and lead to major problems such as divorce, depression, 

adolescent problem behaviors, etc. 

 

Own Skills or Relationship Negotiation 

Identify whether want to focus on own skills and/or relationship negotiation 

• Own skills: I language, empathy, assertiveness, etc. – also, see Social Skills 

o Action Plan 

o Review/Revise/Repeat 

• Relationship negotiation 

o Introducing the concern, gaining buy in – if this doesn’t work, go to prof 

referral 

o Suggested ground rules and plan -- modify with the other person 

o Strategies/tactics: writing a letter, taking clear turns talking and clarifying 

understanding of each other 

o Action Plan 

o Review/Revise/Repeat 

 

Knowledge of Yourself 

• Identify how you feel and why you feel that way 

o What is really happening or is this just your interpretation? 

o Understand your own biases 

• Express your feelings to others 

o Other people can’t read your mind 

o Help others to understand your perspective 

 

Knowledge of Others / Empathy 

• Listen without defensiveness when others convey their thoughts and feelings 

o Ask open-ended questions to get more information 

o Summarize what they’ve said to confirm your understanding and reflect 

that back to them 

• Commit to understanding a different point of view 

• Take an interest in what’s important to others 

• Understanding a partner’s love language (and cues for when they need support) 

 

 

 

 

 

http://PROSPER@unc.edu
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Conflict Resolution 

• Assume best intentions 

• Prevent conversations from becoming arguments 

• Confront the problem, agree on the problem and how it is defined 

• Make amends after arguments 

• Ask yourself “Would I rather be happy than right?” 

o In other words, is this worth fighting over? 

• Seek win-win solutions that don’t reinforce power imbalances 

 

Monitoring 

• Initial Monitoring – Daily think of all family, important friends, important 

coworkers; what stands out from day? with whom, when/circumstances, what 

happened, how did it make you feel 

• Review monitoring and identify whether you want to focus on a particular 

relationship or a particular kind of experience (e.g., I just feel squelched) 

• Monitoring of relationship or experience chosen above. 

 

Advice for Introverts 

Socializing saps my energy and I sometimes feel anxious in social situations; what 

kinds of social skills might help someone like me? 

• In work settings: 

o Break the ice before anxiety has time to set in 

o Initiate small talk by asking open-ended questions 

o Being prepared can give you the confidence to speak up 

o Rehearse ways to politely wrap up a conversation 

• At home: 

o Verbally let people know when you need alone time and how much you 

want to socialize 

o Suggest alternatives for activities that you might want to do instead of just 

saying no to other people’s suggestions 

 

Summary 
• We are constantly changing, our families change, our relationships change, so 

our skills must keep up with that. Making a conscious effort to develop our social 

skills can help us in our personal and professional lives. 

• The skills in this module are meant to help you appraise yourself, be more 

empathetic, and develop better communication and conflict resolution skills. 

If the strategies provided here don’t seem right for you, consider the list of resources 

below.  

http://PROSPER@unc.edu
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Resources 
Here are some suggestions for how you can find additional help in dealing with the 

problems addressed in this series of modules. 

• Your primary care provider or family doctor 

• Your employer’s EAP program – Employee Assistance Program 

• Hotlines providing support and information on resources in your area, including: 

o Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration -- 24-hour 

helpline for people dealing with mental health issues. (800) 662-HELP 

(4357) 

o National Alliance on Mental Illness -- free hotline with trained specialists 

who can provide information, resources and referrals to those who need 

mental health assistance. (800) 950-NAMI (6264) 

o National Suicide Prevention Lifeline -- (800) 273-8255 

• Affordable psychotherapy at www.openpathcollective.org 

• Helpful resources in this section of the Peers for Progress website: 

https://go.unc.edu/mhr 

http://PROSPER@unc.edu
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