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Reflection Dialogue #1 
PART I 
Background Information: I am having a phone conversation with my older sister, Mary. She is my sister 
but also my best friend. She is married with three kids. All of her kids are my god children. Since I don’t 
have kids and because she doesn’t have a high income, I tend to buy a lot of things for her kids. She and 
I haven’t has time to talk or hang out lately, which is unusual because we normally talk several times a 
week and hang out almost every weekend. She is driving to the airport to pick up my mom. On her drive 
there, she decides to call me to catch up.  
 
Mary calls the home phone. I pick it up on the first ring because the caller ID reveals it is my sister calling.  
In a loud voice Mary says “Hey!” 
I reply back in a low and tired voice, “Hey…” 
Mary asks, “What are you doing?” 
Before I respond, I let out a big sigh, “Working…” There is a brief pause. I ask Mary, “Are you on the way 
to pick up mom?” 
Mary replies in an anxious and excited voice, “Yeah, I am on my way now.” 
I reply back with, “Cool.” In a cautious voice I say, “Mom said that she was butt hurt that you didn’t call 
her.”  
In a loud voice, Mary replies back with, “What?” In a raised voice she says, “I did call her! I called her but 
she never picked up.” 
Feeling bad for telling her that, I reply with “Oh… she said that she didn’t get a call from you.” 
Mary replies back in a stern voice, “I called the home phone and she never picks up.” 
I reply back with, “Oh maybe she was expecting you to Face Time with her.” 
There is a brief pause. Then Mary replies back with, “No… (pause) Whatever… Why didn’t she call me?” 
I reply back with “Ah, I don’t know. She is back now so…”  
We let the conversation drop and move on to another topic. 
While laughing, Mary begins to tell me a story about her youngest son, Lucas. 
Mary in a giggly voice says, “Today, I took Lucas to the doctor with me and he kept trying to whisper 
something to me. I couldn’t hear him so I kept responding by saying, ‘What?’. Finally, after a couple of 
tries and leaning in he says, ‘Do I have a booger in my nose?”  
Mary and I start laughing hysterically.  
In a shocked voice I say, “Where did he get that from? I can’t believe a 4 year old is asking that!” 
Mary in an equally shocked voice replies, “I know! Right? He is so funny!” 
In a half-serious voice I say, “I can’t believe he is thinking about those things at such a young age. I 
wonder where he learned that from. You should totally document that story!” 
Mary says, “I know!” 
Our conversation moves on to another topic about how busy we are with work.  
Mary starts by saying, “I have been so busy because I am taking all of these training classes and there is 
a lot of homework to do for these classes.” 
I reply back in a bit of a sad voice, “I know! I feel like we haven’t talked in like 5 years.” 
She says in a lowly tired tone of voice, “I know. I have a lot going on. All of these training courses and I 
also have to be the webmaster for the school…” She lets out a big sigh.   
I reply back by saying, “I know those training classes can tack on a lot of homework. I am taking a 9 week 
course right now and the homework is a lot to deal with on top of regular work. It is a lot to keep up 
with.” 
We move on to talk about Thanksgiving dinner.  
Mary asks, “So did you get the Evite from Narhee?”  
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I reply in a hesitant voice, “Yeah I got it… So what is going on? Are you going there?” 
Mary replies in a cautious voice, “Well I was going to see what you wanted to do… Does D’s family want 
to do something?” 
I respond back with, “Well… yeah…they are going to come over here. So what are you going to do?” 
In a reassuring voice, Mary responds with, “We are going to go to your house then.” 
I say, “Okay.” 
We then move on to talking about Christmas gifts.  
In a stressed voice, Mary says, “I have to get the kids two GOOD gifts this year because they still don’t 
know about Santa Claus.” 
In a confused voice, I reply, “Huh? Why?” 
Mary explains, “Well, every year we give the kids two good gifts. One from us, and then one from Santa 
Claus. If we don’t get them a good gift from Santa Claus then they think they have been bad.” 
I laugh. In a joking manner I say, “Well who started that? You should tell them that Santa is affected by 
the down economy and that they weren’t bad. It is just that Santa had to cut back on the gifts or 
downsize his elves. Good gifts or elves? What do you think Santa had to choose?” 
We both laugh about it.  
Mary says, “I know! I don’t know why we started that. I was going to tell Ethan (her oldest, age 10) 
about Santa this year but I still need to get him a gift. If I don’t then Leoni (middle child, age 8) and Lucas 
(the youngest, age 4) will wonder why Ethan didn’t get a gift. Then they will think he was bad.” 
 I reply with, “Wow, two good gifts. Well, what are you going to do?” 
Mary jokes, “Go halves with Santa!” 
I reply, “Good idea!” 
In an excited but concerned voice she says, “Well I have been looking at getting Kindles for the kids…” 
In an excited voice, I say, “I know! I have been looking into the Kindle Fire too! It is so cool and it is a lot 
cheaper than the IPad. Plus it plays Flash.” 
Mary says in a low tone of voice, “Yeah… but it is $200. I was thinking of getting one for Ethan and one 
for Leoni.” 
In a shocked voice I say, “Wow!” 
Mary says, “Well, it would save space and money. They really like to read in color. I don’t care about 
reading in color but they do. If it were $150 then I would really think about it… but $200!” 
I respond with, “Yeah…It is really cool though. I mean, they can use it for the web too.” I am thinking 
about telling her I will chip in but she always refuses. I decide to figure out how to discuss this at a better 
time.  
I change the topic to another gift for the kids. I say, “I get an award for being with my company for five 
years. Everything on here is stuff I don’t really need so I was thinking of giving something to the kids.” I 
start listing off the stuff to help her decide what to choose for them. 
In an appreciative manner, Mary says, “Send me the link and I will take a look.” 
I say, “Okay. Let me know. If they don’t want anything then I will get a Swiss Army Knife.” 
Mary says, “Okay. You don’t have one?” 
I say, “No. I have knives but not a Swiss Army Knife.”  
Mary says, “Oh okay. Well I have two. I will give you one.” 
I respond in a thankful manner, “Okay thanks.” 
Mary says that she is almost to the airport so we decide to talk later. We say bye and hang up.  
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PART II 
Content Level Meaning and Relational Level Meanings 
Every message has a Content Level Meaning and a Relational Level Meaning. There is more than just the 
literal meaning of a message. There is meaning behind the message and that meaning communicates 
something about the relationship. There are many good examples of Content and Relational Level 
Meanings within our conversation. Specifically, I will provide three examples.  

• Example #1: This example is related to the conversation about Lucas asking whether not he had 
a booger in his nose. After the story, I said to my sister, “Where did he get that from? I can’t 
believe a 4 year old is asking that!”  

o Content Level Meaning: The Content Level Meaning is the literal meaning of what I said. 
The literal meaning of what I said is related to my concerns about where or who Lucas 
learned this behavior from.  

o Relational Level Meaning: The Relational Level Meaning is related to the social 
relationship that I have with my sister and the affection, respect and power within our 
relationship. The Relational Level Meaning in this statement, is focused on the 
relationship my sister and I have with each other (as adults) and with her son (the baby 
of the family). The Relational Level Meaning is that we both understand how quickly he 
is growing up and that we are both incredibly sad to see it happen. Although my sister is 
his mother, she and I both see me as a part of the parenting unit. As a family, we all take 
part in raising children together. So when something like “growing up” happens, she and 
I both know we can count on each other to understand how sad and proud it makes us 
feel. By saying, “Where did he get that from? I can’t believe a 4 year old is asking that!”, 
I was letting her know that I understand how she feels and that I am also feeling 
shocked and sad.  

• Example #2: This example is related to the conversation about where my sister’s family is going 
to for Thanksgiving dinner. After a brief conversation, my sister says, “We are going to go to 
your house then.” 

o Content Level Meaning: The Content Level Meaning is the literal meaning of what I said. 
The literal meaning of what my sister said is that she will be coming to my house for 
Thanksgiving Dinner.   

o Relational Level Meaning: The Relational Level Meaning is related to the social 
relationship that I have with my sister and the affection, respect and power within our 
relationship. The Relational Level Meaning in this statement, is focused on the respect 
and affection that we have for each other. My sister said that she was going to come to 
my house instead of Narhee’s because she knows that it is important to me that she and 
her family spend Thanksgiving at my house. She reaffirmed the affection and respect in 
our relationship by letting me know that she was coming to my house. If she said that 
she wasn’t coming then our relationship would be affected because I would feel that 
there was a loss of respect between us.  

• Example #3: This example is related to the conversation about Christmas gifts for the kids. After 
my sister tells me about her dilemma about having to buy six “GOOD” gifts this year, I respond 
by saying, “Wow, two good gifts. Well, what are you going to do?” 

o Content Level Meaning: The Content Level Meaning is the literal meaning of what I said. 
The literal meaning of what I said was basically asking what she was going to do about 
having to buy six good gifts for the kids.    

o Relational Level Meaning: The Relational Level Meaning is related to the social 
relationship that I have with my sister and the affection, respect and power within our 
relationship. The Relational Level Meaning in this statement, is focused on the respect 
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and power within our relationship. Normally, I would just tell her that I will chip in and 
help her buy some of the gifts in addition to whatever they are going to get from me but 
sometimes she doesn’t like my help. Lately, she has been getting upset when I treat or 
when I offer to buy the kids something. I think it is because she wants to feel 
independent and also because she feels guilty that I often spend money on her kids. I 
don’t mind because I feel it is my duty as their aunt and also because they are my god 
children. I also understand that she doesn’t always want my help. So my response was 
“Wow, two good gifts. Well, what are you going to do?” This statement was to show her 
that I respect her and respect her wishes that sometimes she doesn’t want my help. It 
was also a way to feel her out to see if she would consider me helping out. In the end, 
this statement shows that I respect our relationship and her wishes.  

 
Relational Maintenance Strategies 
My sister and use several of Stafford and Canary’s Relational Maintenance Strategies to maintain our 
interpersonal relationship. 

• Positivity – There were many times that my sister and I used positivity to help maintain our 
relationship. All of the examples below show us behaving in a cheerful and optimistic manner. 
Examples include:  

o When she greeted me on the phone in an excited and cheery voice.  
o When she told me the story about Lucas and we both laughed hysterically about it.  
o When we were joking about Santa Claus and how he is going through a down economy 

too.  
• Openness – There were many times where my sister and disclosed information and talked about 

our relationship. For example: My sister told me how busy she has been and I told her that it 
feels like we haven’t talked in 5 years. We were directly talking about how our interpersonal 
relationship has changed recently. Although I didn’t need to tell her that I miss talking to her, 
she understood that we both need to do a better job of keeping in touch. Our openness will help 
us maintain our relationship because we both made it clear that we need to talk more often. 

• Assurances – One example of how my sister stressed her commitment to me was when she said 
that she was going to come over for Thanksgiving dinner. This assured me that she was 
committed to our relationship because she wasn’t going to go over to someone else’s house 
instead of mine. This is an example of assurances because she knew how important it was that 
she attend dinner at my house.  

• Social Networks – My sister and I didn’t discuss any of our common friends but we did talk about 
her kids, which is an example of a social network. For a large amount of the conversation we 
talked about her kids. This helped maintain our relationship because the kids are both a big part 
of our lives. Sharing stories about them is something that helps us maintain a familial connection 
to each other.  

• Sharing Tasks – My sister and I share responsibility all of the time when it comes to her kids or 
when it comes to taking care of our mom, sister and other family members. One example of 
how we share tasks relates to holiday dinners. In the past we used to do Thanksgiving and 
Christmas Eve dinner at my sister’s house. When I bought my house, she asked if I could take 
over doing Thanksgiving at my house so I could take my share of the holiday dinner 
responsibilities. I agreed because I think it is important to share responsibility within 
relationships. I think this helped our relationship because it took a lot of stress off of her 
shoulders. She still offers to help prep but all she really has to do is come and eat!  
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Rituals, Family Rules and Family Stories and the Impact on our Interpersonal Relationship 
My sister and I have many family rituals, rules and stories that impact our interpersonal relationship. 

• Family Ritual – Ever since I got married my sister has always been the one to go pick up my mom 
from the airport. It is such a ritual that we never talk about it. It is just known, that if my mom is 
coming back that she is the one who picks her up. There are a couple of reasons why she does it. 
The first reason is because my mom is notorious for bringing tons of luggage and my sister’s car 
is the only car that can handle it. The second reason is because it is my sister’s time to catch up 
with my mom. Although my sister doesn’t live far from my mom she doesn’t have as much time 
to hang out with my mom. She uses this time as a way to welcome my mom back home. A 
related ritual is when my mom goes to the airport. When my mom leaves, my sister and I meet 
at the airport and hang out with my mom until she has to go through security.  

• Family Rule – A family rule that we have is to make sure that we call my mom when she is out of 
town. It isn’t an explicit rule because my mom didn’t ever say, “Call me or else” but we all 
understand that we are supposed to call her. It is something we have always done because it 
shows her that we care and are concerned about her. When my mom thought that my sister 
didn’t call her, she felt that the family rule was violated. When I told my sister what my mom 
said, she was offended because she did call. She had not violated our family rule.  

• Family Stories – The story about Lucas and his concerns about a booger being in his nose is going 
to become one of our family stories. It is such a funny story but it is also a story about growing 
up. I never would have thought that a 4 year old would be concerned about his looks. It just 
shows me that kids these days are growing up a lot faster than when I was growing up.  

 
Dialectical Tensions and the Impact on our Interpersonal Relationship 
There are several Dialectical Tensions within relationships. The three that the book addresses are: 

• Autonomy – Connection: This tension exists in an interpersonal relationship when there is a 
need to be independent and also the need to be connected to others.  

• Openness – Closedness: This tension exists in an interpersonal relationship when there is a need 
for self-disclosure but also a need to keep control over the information that we share.  

• Acceptance – Judgment: This tension exists in an interpersonal relationship when there is a need 
for acceptance but also the fear of judgment from others.  

Other Dialectical Tensions include:  
• Predictability – Novelty: This tension exists in an interpersonal relationship when there is a need 

for stability and also a need for change and novelty.  
In our interpersonal relationship, my sister and I mainly experience the autonomy – connection 

dialectical tension. Family is incredibly important to the both of us so most of our decisions are driven by 
the need for connecting with family. For example, I have Thanksgiving with family and not with friends 
because I want to stay connected with my family. Thanksgiving is an event that I always spend with 
family. It is not a time to do what I want and go party with friends. Sometimes we experience the need 
to be independent from each other. For example, when my sister wants to buy Christmas gifts on her 
own without any financial help from me, I know that we are experiencing the autonomy – connection 
dialectical tension. I want to help because that is what family is supposed to do but she wants to be 
independent and not seek help.  

The autonomy – connection dialectical tension impacts our relationship because we need to 
understand that people do need to be independent. We cannot always rely on each other because we 
will never get the self-esteem to do things on our own. We also need to understand that we need each 
other. We cannot cut ourselves off completely because it is not healthy. My sister and I need to find the 
right balance where we respect each other’s needs to be independent and connected.  



 

Developed by Pei-Wen Fu Park 

 

6 SPEECH 121: Example Reflection Dialogue #1 – Familial Interpersonal Relationships 

Face, Facework and Saving Face and the Impact on our Interpersonal Relationship 
Face, facework and saving face are very important concepts that can have a major impact on 
interpersonal relationships. We all feel the need to maintain our face and we all use techniques to 
maintain and save face. These concepts are very important to my relationship with my sister because we 
are family and because we are very close. My sister is older than me so it is very important that I respect 
her age. Additionally, because we are close she tells me a lot of information that I need to keep private 
in order for her to save face. One specific example is when we were talking about Christmas presents. 
She disclosed that she really wants to get the kids a Kindle but she is hesitant to spend all of that money. 
I could have said, “I will chip in” but that would make her lose face. She would have lost face because 
she would feel like she cannot afford to get her the gifts on her own. Instead of trying to offer to pay, I 
tried a face saving technique by asking her what she is going to do. I wanted to see if she would have a 
solution or if I might be able to offer my idea of helping out with the gift.  
 
Reflection 
There are several things that I learned in this assignment. First, I learned that I need to be aware of the 
relationship level meanings. Sometimes I don’t really think about what the relational level meaning is 
but now, I see how important it is to understand. If you don’t try to understand the relational level 
meaning then you aren’t understanding the whole message. Second, I learned that everyday 
conversations are an important part of relationship maintenance. Although we have a brief 
conversation, my sister and used all five relational maintenance strategies. Third, I learned that family 
rituals, rules and stories are in almost every familial conversation. I think that the family rituals, rules 
and stories are important because it helps keeps the family functioning in a smooth way and it also helps 
keep us connected. I am glad that she shared the Lucas’s Booger story with me because if I didn’t hear 
about it, I would feel left out. This brings me to my fourth lesson. We all need to be independent but we 
also need to feel connected. Lastly, I realized that face, facework and face saving techniques are a big 
part of interpersonal relationships. Interpersonal relationships are sensitive and it is important to be 
respectful of their face. We can’t always do what we want to do, we need to keep their face in mind. 
Sometimes we need to take a step back and use face saving techniques to avoid miscommunication or 
conflict.  
 
There are many things that I will do to help strengthen my familial interpersonal relationships. For one, I 
am going to spend more time thinking about the relational level meaning. When I get upset, I am going 
to think about the intent before I just get upset about the content level meaning. For example, if my 
mom says, “Are you visiting this weekend?” I am not going to get mad and think she is giving me a guilt 
trip. Instead, I am going to think about the relational level meaning. Is she trying to tell me that she 
misses me? Another thing that I plan to do is, call my family more often. I don’t do it enough but I see 
how much value is in a simple phone conversation. I am going to make more of an effort to connect with 
my sisters, brother, mom and mother-in-law. Lastly, I am going to pay more attention to how I may 
affect people’s face. I may not have realized it but I might be making people lose face without even 
realizing it. I plan to be more focused, specifically I will  think before I speak and think before I act. I hope 
that this will help me avoiding making anyone feel as if they have lost face.  


