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Abstract

Developing conversational wisdom is a lifetime’s work. Our early childhood experiences, within the
families and society in which we grow up, inform how we converse with other people. When we enter the
education system, we continue to learn from those around us as well as be influenced by many factors
including societal norms, what we read and watch, technology, our peer group, and much more.

In this chapter, we have chosen to look at three particular areas that play a significant part in the on going
development of our own conversational wisdom as authors: family and talking around the table over a
meal, our educational experiences, and conversations within a healthcare setting.

Becoming conversationally wise is a journey that starts in the womb. As children, none of us have choice
in the upbringing and the conversational privileges, or not, that we are given. We might not have the
opportunity to sit at a table and talk over a meal or have adults around us, at home or school, who are
available and able to listen to what we want to say. As adults, it is up to us to look after our physical and
mental health and this depends largely on our ability to talk with the healthcare professionals we meet
and rely on.



In this chapter, we have reached out to experts in their field to better understand from their unique
perspective, why something that sounds simple — becoming more skilled in having conversations — can be
so hard to do.

The conversations we share here are personal and insightful. We hope they provoke some deeper
thinking and appreciation about the on going development of conversational wisdom.

Anne Fishel - The Family Dinner Project

Director and Co-Founder, The Family Dinner Project at Massachusetts General Hospital's
Psychiatry Academy, USA

Anne is the Director and Co-Founder at ‘The Family Dinner Project’, a non-profit initiative started in 2010,
that champions family dinner as an opportunity for family members to connect with each other through
food, fun and conversation about things that matter. Alongside this, Anne has been the Director of the
Family and Couples Therapy Program, at Massachusetts General Hospital, since 2002. In addition, Anne
has written four books and numerous academic articles about family meals, couples, and family therapy.

Family, food, and stories - what’s not to love! Anne’s deep expertise on the importance of family
conversations around a table, provides a wonderful picture of the opportunity that we all have to connect
together over food.

There are so many reasons why it matters.
What drove you to set up ‘The Family Dinner Project’?

| realised that what | was trying to do in family therapy, at its most fundamental level, was to promote
more connection among family members and to make sure that conflict didn't erode goodwill in a family
or a couple. Family mealtime, like family therapy, is also a time and place when families can bond and
learn to manage their differences.

Backed up by scientific research, regular family dinners are associated with benefits to the bodies, brains
and mental health of children and adolescents. For example;

e  Physical health - home cooked meals or even semi homecooked meals, tend to be lower in fat,
sugar and salt, and tend to be smaller portions.

e Lower rates of substance abuse, eating disorders, and early teenage pregnancy.

e Better academic performance and bigger vocabulary.

| was keen to consider what else | could do to help more families access this organic resource that was
right there at their own kitchen table, through the power of conversation.

What benefit arises when people are sharing food around a table and talking to one
another?

There is a fascinating study by the Harvard literacy study1 looking at young kids. It showed that the
conversations that they heard around the dinner table tended to contain 10 times more rare words or
unusual words than the words they hear when being read aloud to. Kids with bigger vocabularies learn to
read earlier and more easily than those with slimmer vocabularies.

1 Snow, C.E., Beals, D.E. (2006) Mealtime that supports literacy development. New Directions for Child and Adolescent
Development, 111: 51-66



It is a conversation starter to talk about food since everyone has an experience or attitude to share. When
food is part of a gathering or meeting, it perks people up and there is even research suggesting that when
people eat the same food, they are more likely to solve conflict more easily.

When asked ‘when is it most likely that you'll talk to your parents?’ the number one response from teens
is ‘at the dinner table’. Number two is in the car.

What is the purpose behind the project?

To make these benefits more accessible, doable, meaningful, and fun to more families. In the United
States, somewhere between 40% and 50% of families have regular family dinners, but over 90% of
parents will say it sure seems like a good idea.

How have you noticed technology impacting the way people connect over a meal?

If there's technology that can enhance conversation or that can help people have fun at the table, then
we're all in. We partner with Common Sense Media. For example, we have a resource that’s called ‘Dinner
and a movie.” We group movies around themes (eg talking about race or environmental issues). There will
be some food and cooking options that go with the themes of the movies and then some questions to talk
about as you're watching the movie.

We also recognise that some families take a very hard line when it comes to technology and that works
for many families. For example, you check your phone before you come into the kitchen, putitina
cabinet or put it in the centre of the table. The first person to check their phone must do the washing up.

Interestingly, we conducted a nationwide survey in May 2022 and found that 50% of respondents were
having more family dinners than they had had pre pandemic. People were tending to talk more about
their day, and what they were grateful for.

Are there any standout stories from the project that stick in your mind?

At an army air base where we were doing a community dinner, we were bringing together anywhere from
5-50 families. We would cook, eat together, play games, have conversations, and do a parent workshop
while the kids went off to make dessert.

A little boy whose father had been deployed, said to me ‘is it a family dinner if it is just my mother and
me?’ | said, ‘of course it is a family dinner if it is just you and your mother’. This alerted me to how I really
needed to be more specific or inclusive in my language when | talk about what family dinner means. It can
be any two people, it can be any meal, it doesn't have to be dinner. For some families it's breakfast or a
weekend lunch or an intentional late-night snack. It doesn't have to be two related people. | think family is
really anybody that makes you feel at home.

Family dinner is not always about the food. Food is what brings people to the table. It's what happens
around the table, the conversation, that makes the difference.

How are you taking what you have learnt through the family dinner project into
organisations?

We do a lot of work with an organisation called ‘Grandparents raising Grandchildren’. This is a nationwide
organisation where many of the families have been created out of some sort of trauma, like a parent’s
death or incarceration.

We have done workshops with the grandparents about the benefits of family meals and different
strategies for eliciting conversation from kids, particularly kids who have been traumatised or those with
developmental disorders.



School systems and social service organisations contact us, and we train up educators who run their own
community programmes at their schools and agencies.

What is the most memorable mealtime conversation you have had?

My father was a fabulous storyteller. He would tell war stories from World War Il when he was stationed
in the Galapagos Island islands, which were not the scene of much conflict. His battalion made a
parachute for my father's dog and flew him up on a plane. The dog parachuted down and was on the
cover of Stars and Stripes magazine. It was the first dog who had ever parachuted, and my father let you
know! They were fun stories and ones | heard many times as a child.

When my sons heard their grandfather’s war stories, they were very interested. But as they asked
questions, my father told stories about his wartime experiences that he had never shared with my sister
and me — about being shot at in the Mississippi River before he was even deployed to Europe. It was
meaningful to me because it says a lot about storytelling and how storytelling at the table really depends
on who's at the table, the kinds of questions they ask, and how nuances unfold.

Tips from Anne

1. Think about icebreakers

| often ask everyone in a group to share a memory that involves food and family from their childhood.
| then ask them, what did you learn at your dinner table that has informed or helped you in the work
that you do today? It is a very powerful opener and serves to demonstrate the impact of
conversations around a meal.

2. Explore the power of questions

| invite people to think about questions that are ‘door slammers’ and close down conversations and
those that are ‘window openers’ and encourage conversations. Practicing these in role plays gives
people an opportunity to experience what it’s like to be asked these different kinds of questions.

3. A conversation jar

At some professional gatherings we bring in a conversation jar and have it at the centre of the table. |
curate a range of questions that generate interest without asking people to disclose too much in a
professional setting, e.g. how did you get your name? Or which character in a book did you most
identify with as a child?

This chapter is taken from ‘Conversational Wisdom — Strengthening human connection
through the power of conversation’ written by Emily Cosgrove and Sara Hope.

If you enjoyed reading it, you can purchase a copy here, and we’d love you to leave a
review.


https://www.amazon.co.uk/Conversational-Wisdom-Strengthening-Connection-Conversation/dp/1032287616

