
PLANNING A FAMILY REUNION  
SLIDE STAGE 1: Start Planning at least a year ahead 

I. Think about the Goals and Purposes of the Family Reunion 
II. Think about How Frequently the Family Group gets together regularly 
III. Think about the Size and Age Range of the Family in Attendance  
IV. Think about the Best Time and Setting for the Event  
V. Think about exhibiting and copying genealogic data (photos, home 

movies, digital videos, letters, etc. and recording the event.  
 

 Presentation Comments  
 

In childhood we are immersed in “family” by our utter dependence on our parents and 
interactions with close family members in our home environment, and over our early 
years we gradually proceed into individuation that defines our sense of “self”. By 
adolescence we are more immersed in a sense of achieving “independence” from the 
family, and becoming glued into bonds with our age peers. Young adulthood is largely 
marked by building our autonomy (“being my own person, responsible for my own 
life”).  As we emerge into the more mature and longest span of adulthood (mid-30s and 
onward) we come to understand that the “self” we know is not only the sum of our own 
unique experiences and choices and accidents of circumstance, but also into much more 
subtle and deep connections back in time -- to our parents and immediate families (of 
course), but also to the deeper influences of cultural influences and inherited 
temperaments and cumulative effects of our connections across the generations.  
 
In general, I see reunions as two types – largely depending upon whether the event is 
more focused on wrapping younger members into the family fold -- and identifiing with 
their larger family heritage (TYPE 1), or more focused on adults exploring their deeper 
genealogical histories and patterns  (TYPE 2). 

 
TYPE 1: The main purposes of this type of reunion are to re-visit and enjoy the 
company of a family group’s closest relatives, and also to pass along the family’s   
genealogic information and data to its younger/newer additions through 
observation/participation and records (simple family tree graphs, some details of 
personal histories of the older generations, photos, home movies/videos, letters, etc.). 
The focus is on creating and reinforcing a sense of bond, identity and continuity with 
others who came from the same close line of related ancestors and common culture 
(mostly involving the three most recent generations -- from grandparents to parents to 
children).  
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TYPE 1 reunions are gatherings where everyone (over the age of about 8, perhaps) 
already recognizes most of the others attending – and they often live within a few 
hours drive of the reunion’s location.  Planning for this type of reunion should take into  
account the needs and enjoyments of family members of all ages, generally focusing on 
activities of “getting together” with relatives -- conversation, meals, celebrations, etc. 
and presenting elements of the family history fitted to the understanding of the younger 
family members.  
 
- To put a special shine on the event, consider reserving a weekend at a lodge, 
convention centre, or hotel that can provide meals.  
- Incorporate age-appropriate games and activities into the schedule.   
- Plan for members to take a role in (and recognition for) some part of the event’s 
planning and activities.  
 

 Before the event itself, ask every adult family member to plan a short talk 
(probably works best in response to questions by an interviewer) about:  
- the most memorable ancestor(s) they met in their earlier lives;  
- the goals/dreams/plans they themselves had in their youths;  
- a difficult challenge they encountered in their younger lives;   
- a difficult loss or disappointment they have experienced;   
- an unexpected event (positive and negative) that occurred in their lives;  
- in hindsight now, something they are proud of, and something they would 
  change or do-over differently. 

 
 
TYPE 2 reunions are gatherings of discovery by and for adults and some older children. 
The focus here is on the power of experiencing the deeper histories and environments 
of ancestors whom we never met – or perhaps even know about until recently – and 
meeting relatives we never previously knew. This type of event appeals mostly to 
middle-age and older folks who have already caught the genealogy bug and started 
their own genealogy-hunting (including incorporation of DNA sequencing as a tool).   
 
Planning the TYPE 2 event should focus on the attendees’ interest in exploring and 
touching into his/her own sense of self as it fits within older and deeper “tribal” lines of 
relationship and belonging – shifting through the sense of immediate family to 
older/more distant roots, into the times, places, histories and culture  in which their  
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deeper ancestors were immersed. I believe one’s interest in this kind of genealogical 
discovery is actually a journey to enhanced self-understanding.  
 
Since most of us living in North America are within three or four generations descended 
from immigrant ancestors who arrived from elsewhere in the world, this kind of reunion 
is often planned to convene at or very close to the locations where one’s immigrating 
common ancestors settled.  In some cases (like the McCANN 2020 GATHERING that Erin 
and I set up before the pandemic forced us to postpone last April), the location for the 
reunion is in another country.  Our big event was set for the small village of  
Mullaghbawn in Ireland’s County Armagh, as we were all descended from a single 
McCANN farmer (we do not know even the name of his wife) who was born in 1720 and 
died in 1818 in the surrounding countryside. This event was ready to bring more than 
70 third to fifth cousins living outside Ireland to spend 3-4 days immersed in a program 
of historical and cultural history presentations; guided bus tours to general points of local 
interest as well as the old burial grounds, and the derelict stone cottages where our 
3great- to 5great-grandparents lived out their lives; traditional music sessions and pub 
socializing; and a large dinner shared with about 40 or so local cousins, most of them still 
living in the countryside where our known ancestoers had for at least the past 300 years.  

 
 

SLIDE STAGE 2: Construct and Present a Reunion Plan 
[Largely Self-explanatory]  

 
VI. Set up a contacts list and an online bulletin board for ideas, information, 

questions, requests for help, etc.  
VII. Poll every household you know about, ask if the plan interests them 
VIII. Ask interested people to spread the word to others, encourage 

participation  
IX. Consider establishing a quiet support fund to help family members whose 

financial situation might otherwise prohibit their participation 
X. Set and announce the date for the event  
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SLIDE STAGE 3: Handling Details  

[ERIN PRESENTING] 
XI. Predict expenses-in-common  (cost of goods and services to be shared by 

all, such as: hall rental; catered meals; décor/signage; program 
presentations; rented equipment; photo/video recording, etc.)  

XII. Use a registration and payment system and set a deadline date (several 
months before the event date) as a commitment to attend. 

XIII. Set a policy about higher at-the-door registration cost, cancellation 
refundability and procedures.  Announce it before the registration date. 

XIV. Consider actively encouraging DNA testing of the older relatives. 

 
 

 

 

 

 


