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Your family. You can’t choose them, but you can choose how you treat 
them. Whether your family dynamic is fabulous or frustrating, this 
expert advice can help strengthen your flesh-and-blood connections.

them for money . . .” “I always thought we 
would be more involved with our grandchil-
dren, but . . .”

No matter the specifics, one thing holds 
true: We all want happy, healthy relation-
ships with our families—yet these rarely 

B y  C a r o l  H e f f e r n a n

sk anyone to describe a troubling issue in his 
or her family, and you’ll likely receive an 
immediate response: “I love my husband, 

but his mother is a real challenge . . .”  
“My brother has depended on our 
parents for years and continues to ask 

Happiest Family
You Know
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Why do in-law relationships have problems all their own? 
Psychotherapist and psychoanalyst F. Diane Barth gives 
three common reasons:

F. Diane Barth, L.C.S.W., a therapist in private 
practice in New York City, speaks from expe-
rience when it comes to in-law troubles: “My 
husband and my mother used to argue with one 
another, and I would try to intervene,” she says. 
“One day my mother told me to stop, that I was 
just making things worse. I realized that they were 
not acting any differently with one another than 
they did with other important people in their lives. 

“They were both strong personalities and 
were used to having [disagreements] with people 
they cared about, including me. When I stepped 
back . . . it became clear this was just how they 
related to each other, and I relaxed—and I think 
they did as well.”

To be sure, most couples struggle with in-laws 
to a degree. What matters most, though, is how 
challenges are handled. Here are three “laws 
of the land” to connect more effectively with 
in-laws:

 Set boundaries, but also make an effort 
to spend time together. 

 It’s crucial for you and your spouse to reach 
compromises about spending time with 
the in-laws. Do her parents come over too 
frequently? Would you like to see more of 
your own mom and dad? Find a balance as a 
couple, and then put visits on the calendar to 
cement your decisions. 

 Remember, your in-laws are people too. 
 “Start with the fact that in-laws are human 

beings, with needs and worries and wishes and 
concerns that are fueling any interaction you 
are having with them,” says Barth. 

 Don't try to control everyone’s 
relationship. 

 “Sometimes spouses need to stand up for their 
partners against difficult parents,” reminds 
Barth. “But sometimes we need to allow our 
parents and our spouses to develop their own 
relationships.”

In-Lawswith
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Why Do In-laws So Often

1.  We fall in love with an individual before we even 
meet their family. It’s usually not on our radar that 
we’re going to have to deal with the different personal-
ities of a family until we’ve actually become part of that 
family. 

2.  When we marry someone, we often get pulled into 
the family dynamics. Family conflicts, competition, and 
even loving feelings can be very complicated, so family 
life has lots of unexpected minefields that we may not 
know how to navigate. 

3.  We bring our own family issues into our new family. 
We may expect our spouse’s parents to love us the way 
our own parents do, or conversely we expect them to 
give us things we didn’t get from our own parents. 

Feel Like Outlaws?

happen without considerable effort. In fact, family 
dynamics can become increasingly complicated over 
time. And even when we want to improve relationships, 
it’s tough to know how to move in a positive direction. 

The good news? There are practical ways to build 
closeness in your immediate and extended family. 
Here’s the expert advice to get you there.
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Ask grandparents to send grandkids a copy 
of a favorite book from their own child-
hoods. Grandparents can write a message in 
the book as a keepsake. 

Parents, play your child’s favorite video 
game with them, or get on the floor and 
play with dolls or blocks. Even 10 minutes is 
meaningful.

to connect with teens—girls or boys—let 
them pick out your outfit for the day. This 
will show you trust them, and it might even 
be fun! 

Ask the adults in your family to send you 
one of their favorite recipes—maybe from 
their childhood. Put together a family recipe 
book and give copies of it to family members.

uncomfortable topics are easier to bring up 
with your children while driving in the car 
(these are known as “minivan talks”). Music + 
less eye contact = easier conversations.

Relationship expert Jane Isay suggests these simple ways 
to connect with adult siblings: 

 Remember the songs you sang in the back of the car.

 Talk about the first dog you had together.

 Find things to laugh about. “Remember the time when . . .” 

 Look at family pictures together. 

As you and your siblings mature, many things change—
but rivalries, typecasting, and hard feelings can stick 
around. “This business of [adult siblings] getting on 
each other’s nerves is universal, and it’s about feeling 
catapulted back into childhood,” says relationship expert 
Jane Isay, author of Mom Still Likes You Best. “If a sibling 
drives you crazy . . . the first thing to do is lighten up and 
not let her push your buttons.” 

These additional tips may help tighten your sibling 
bond:

 Avoid childhood labels. 
 “If you were [always considered] the pretty one, 

then compliment [your sister’s] looks. If you were 
the smart one, listen to her and tell her how smart 
you think she is,” advises Isay. “Start changing those 
stereotypes.”

 exercise patience. 
 “In healing relationships, patience is the most 

wonderful medication,” Isay says. “Family members 
are the most important people in our lives. Even if 
we’re angry with them, if we really love each other 
sometimes the anger just fades over time.”

 offer apologies and forgiveness. 
 If you want to grow closer to a brother or sister you 

have wronged, a simple apology is a wonderful first 
step. In addition to saying “I’m sorry,” Isay suggests 
telling them, “I feel terrible. I love you very much and 
I want you to be in my life. What can we do about it?”

Adult Siblingswith
R e l a t i o n s h i p s
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to

F i v e - M i n u t e  C o n n e C t i o n s 

How to Bond With Your Siblings 
in Five Minutes or Less 

Clever Ways
to Connect
Child and family therapist Sarah 
Danahy, L.C.S.w., offers these 
creative ways to bond with family 
members, both near and far.
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“In the vast majority of cases, all parents want is a good 
relationship, and they just don’t know how to get there 
sometimes,” says Maud Purcell, M.S.W., L.C.S.W., 
C.E.A.P., founder and executive director of The Life 
Solution Center of Darien, Connecticut. “No one teaches 
parents and adult kids how to do that. There’s no guide-
book for it.”

Purcell offers this scenario, one she’s faced time and 
again in the counseling arena: “There was a couple in 
their 60s who came to me very upset because they rarely 
saw their adult son and his family. They didn’t know 
why and they felt overlooked, taken for granted and 
mistreated. 

“But as they revealed to me what the relationship was 
like it became clear they were putting guilt trips on their 
son, his wife, and even the grandchildren. They were also 
often offering unsolicited advice, particularly about how 
their son and his wife were parenting the children, and 
burdening the kids with all of their health woes.” 

R e l a t i o n s h i p s
I m p R o v ehow 

to

Parents &
Adult Children
between

Purcell concluded that her clients were making 
common mistakes and suggested they acknowledge and 
apologize for their missteps. Their son was extremely 
appreciative, noting that these changes made “all the 
difference in the world” in their relationships.
Consider these ways adult children and their parents can 
navigate potential pitfalls:

 Steer clear of guilt trips. 
 Purcell says parents shouldn’t use guilt as a weapon 

with their adult children if they want to have a rela-
tionship. “Whether it’s a guilt trip about not seeing 
them enough or not letting them see their grandkids 
enough, it’ll push the kids away.” 

 only give advice when asked. 
 This tip is directed both at parents and adult children. 

If a situation warrants advice, Purcell offers this 
format. “Say, ‘I have a thought about something. I’d 
like to share it with you if you want to hear it,’ and 
then drop it.” Very often they’ll be curious and ask 
to hear it. If you deliver your message tactfully and 
lovingly, they likely won’t be angry.

 Respect one another’s privacy. 
 “It actually is helpful to the parent/adult-child rela-

tionship if the parent lets the child contact them more 
often than the other way around,” shares Purcell. “If 
you want to have a good relationship with your adult 
child, respect their privacy. It’s a balancing act and 
you want your kids to know you care, but they will be 
happier if they reach out to you a little bit more than 
you reach out to them.”



“If you think the people down the street have a wonder-
ful happy family without working at it, you just don’t 
know them,” says Isay. “We idealize other people’s fami-
lies and take the difficulties of our families too hard.”

These suggestions can help you move in a healthier 
direction:

 Focus on gratitude even when frustrated. 
 How frequently do we take for granted that family 

members help meet our needs (childcare, errand 
running, hosting holiday parties)? Take Purcell’s 
example of adult children with their parents: “Kids 
should show appreciation for anything their parents 
do for them. Just because they’re the parents doesn’t 
mean they don’t deserve thanks.”

 Learn to let go. 
 Family relationships deeply affect our lives—but trou-

blesome emotions or reoccurring spats need not take 
center stage. Before seeing your family, spend time 
in prayer and remind yourself that you can’t control 
or change others. You do, however, have power over 
your own words and reactions. 

 practice staying positive.
 When getting together with family remind yourself of 

what you have to look forward to. From reconnecting 
with a cousin to seeing a beloved niece or nephew—
even eating favor-
ite foods from 
childhood—take 
a few moments 
and remember 
what you enjoy 
most about your 
family. 

withAny Family
Member

“All happy families are alike; each unhappy family is 
unhappy in its own way,” wrote Leo Tolstoy in the 
opening line of Anna Karenina. While that's a gener-
alization, you can’t argue with the fact that happy 
families indeed have some things in common. 

University of Nebraska researchers Nick Stinnett 
and Jack DeFrain analyzed families from urban and 
rural areas, single parent and two-parent families, 
and a range of racial and socioeconomic back-
grounds. Their results showed that strong families 
share the following six characteristics:

ChaRaCteRIstICs 
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they are 
committed to 
each other, and 
they make family  
relationships  
a high priority.

they let each 
member 
know on a 
daily basis 
that they are 
appreciated.

they talk to 
each other 
about small 
things and 
big issues.

they 
spend time 
together.

they are able 
to cope with 
difficulties 
and crises.

they believe 
in a greater 
power and 
have shared 
beliefs.


