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A Note to Readers




Each of the one hundred entries presented here is based on the research conclusions of scientists studying family life. Each entry contains a key research finding, complemented by advice and an example that follow from the finding. The research conclusions presented in each entry are based on a meta-analysis of research on family life, which means that each conclusion is derived from the work of multiple researchers studying the same topic. To enable the reader to find further information on each topic, a reference to a supporting study is included in each entry, and a bibliography of recent work on family life has also been provided.











 
 

Introduction




Steve Burkett likes to talk about familieshis family, your family, families in general. Just think for a minute about the kinds of messages we receive every day, says Steve, a retired sociologist, a parent, and a grandparent. We read that people are working longer hours to avoid being with their families. We hear that divorce rates have hit a record high. Extended families dont exist and elderly family members in need are cast aside. Meanwhile, children are out of control, doing things that boggle the imagination. Its in the newspapers, the TV news, the shows and movies we watch, the songs we listen to. We have a family-averse popular culture, and were in danger of having a family-averse culture.

We wouldnt be here without families. We literally would not be here. And yet the message out there is run and hide. Its like an all-encompassing public health warningexcept its about the ills of marriage, of sibling relationships, of dealing with parents, of dealing with children. I just saw a study with experts referring to people in their early twenties as being in an extended adolescence, while they are now calling adolescence an extension of toddler years, which is like saying the twenties are an extension of the terrible twos.

A family structure is as old as recorded time, adds Steve, and yet here we are, theoretically advanced in so many ways, and we hear about family life as if its some kind of extreme, dangerous sport like cliff diving. And the worst of it is, for far too many people thats true. Too many people feel their family life is out of control or just plain unfulfilling.

Polls confirm that many people share Steves concerns. When asked whether they thought morals were improving or declining, eight out of ten said declining. When asked why, their most frequent response was the instability of marriage and family.

Steve says that the long-held expectation that every new generation would enjoy advantages unknown to previous generations feels like it is being turned on its head. We may have more freedom than ever, more ability to choose our paths in life, but our family life is going backward, he says. All this at a time when families are more important than ever.

Steve has participated in designing a parenting workshop that helps new parents prepare for their responsibilities and more experienced parents deal with difficulties they may encounter. The first thing he tells people in the program is to keep their focus on reality.

We need a big dose of reality. Not some song and dance that family life is perfect, because thats not true, but not the horror notions that family life is dangerous and ugly, because thats not true either.

As I conducted the research for The 100 Simple Secrets of Happy Families, reading studies about the habits, practices, and attitudes that contribute to a satisfying family life, I kept Steves thoughts in mind. Addressing everything from raising children to getting along with in-laws, this is a book about real families, the struggles and joys of their lives, and what they can do to make their family life more satisfying. Each entry in The 100 Simple Secrets of Happy Families presents the conclusions of psychologists and other scientists who study all aspects of everyday family life. Each entry presents the core scientific finding, an example of the principle, and the basic advice experts recommend. The 100 Simple Secrets of Happy Families is a tool for you to use to help examine your habits and attitudes with an eye toward being a positive force for your individual family members, for your family as a whole, and for yourself, because as Steve says, A family is the most important thing most people will ever do in their lives.











 
 

1

Be a Good Friend




Looked at from a distance, a family is infinitely complex. But looked at from the most basic level, a family is a series of personal relationships, and those relationships are like any other close, important relationship in your life. Treat your family members as you would treat a friendas if you have chosen to be in their company and wish them to choose to be in yoursand you will have taken the most important, most fundamental step toward having a rewarding family life.

[image: space]

Looking back fifteen years ago, Briana remembers what it was like to not quite fit in. I was brainy, and I didnt get in trouble, Briana says of her early teen years. There were a lot of kids around me who didnt understand that, didnt respect that. I refused to do the things that might gain me more acceptance, but I was crushed by the feeling of being left out.

But Brianas mother was there to offer comfort and support. I thought I would never survive those years, but my mother wisely made our home a sanctuary where I could talk about my troubles. She always listened carefully, no matter how trivial or monumental my worries. Her faith in me helped me gain confidence in my abilities today. I walk to my own beat with pride because of her.

Briana says what her mother offered mostly was friendship. Shes the ultimate friend. Shes there for me. Shes on my side. She let me be me, and embraced me for it.

While making other friends was easier after her middle-school trials, Briana never forgot the lesson in friendship from her mother. My mom has made the world a better place for many people. I only hope to do the same in time.

[image: space]


Researchers studying those who enjoyed close family relationships and close friendships find that the key factors to both are the same, including a strong desire to be in the company of others and to value them. Moreover, they find that people can increase their receptivity to close relationships if they want to.

Pike and Atzaba-Poria 2003
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Family Makes a New You




We have a name, a self-definition, our own personal identity. What happens to that identity when we marry or have children? If you want to enjoy family life, that identity has to change. This does not mean that nothing is you anymore, or uniquely you. But it does mean that part of you is your family, and there is no way to understand you without understanding that fact.

[image: space]

Actor Richard Gere heard many times how much having a child changes everything in a persons life. Yet when his son was born, he realized something amazing.

Whats bizarre is, weve all heard every clich about children, about this experience were supposed to have, he says. Every clich is true. Theyre more than true, because its actually more intense, deeper, bigger, wider, richer, more wonderful than any of the clichs. Its almost indescribable. What it does to your heart is just delicious. And hopefully that translates into other things in ones life, too.

Richard says fatherhood has affected the smallest details of his life. When Im with my boy, its just a constant yes to whatever he needs: Yes, yes, yes.  Among other things, this means Richard has seen his sons favorite movie a hundred times.

But fatherhood has also changed his view of himself and his approach to his work. In a simple, practical, very direct way, having your own child and manifesting that incredible love and protective feeling you have for him makes everything more intense. You have a well of feelings to project from that puts you in touch with so much human emotion.

[image: space]


Men who consider their children to be part of their identity are more than twice as likely to be responsive to their needs and feel strongly emotional toward their children, and are less likely to be harsh or apathetic.

Fox and Bruce 2001
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Take Strength from Your Focus




Ambivalence can be debilitating. Many people cannot move their lives forward because they are simply unsure of which direction to take. One of the great strengths and joys of a committed family life is that there is no room for ambivalence. Your purpose and direction is providing for your family. While that may sometimes seem like a limitation or a burden, recognize its power as a motivator and a map to your future.

[image: space]

There are a thousand things to do, Chris says. Like any father, he worries about the many things that could go wrong. There have been layoffs were he works. Several major things around the house look like they are about ready to break. And it doesnt take more than a few minutes of reading the newspaper to work up a major worry about wars and disasters around the world.

Chris felt a lot better, though, after reading his son a story one day. It was one of his sons favorites. His son called it a classic, although to a four-year-old anything made before 2000 was old. Chris was a bit tired of the story, and hoped his son would pick another. But his son insisted.

 
In the background, Chris had turned on a football game. But when his son caught him sneaking a peek at the game between pages, he reached up to Chriss chin and moved his head back toward the page. Youve got to focus, Daddy, his son said.

And sure enough, Chris realized, what he said was true. Theres a joy in his smile, in his laughter, that doesnt exist anywhere else. All you have to do is look; its easy to see.

[image: space]


Having a clear focus for their lives is a positive factor in the life satisfaction of more than 55 percent of all parents and caregivers.

Waldrop and Weber 2001
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There Are Second Chances




Family life is what we make of itregardless of its form. Whether you are in a traditional family, a stepfamily, or some other family situation, you have the capacity to contribute to it and feel loved in it. There are no rules for what makes a family except the rules you make, and there is no time limit on when and how you find a loving family life.

[image: space]

Sharon brought a son into her second marriage, and her husband brought a daughter. She was anxious about her new blended family, and felt shed seen and heard mostly misconceptions. It seems like its either The Brady Bunch, where everything is perfect, or one of those talk shows where a stepfamily comes on and everybody hates each other and everything is a disaster, she said. There are unique issues for stepfamilies, but its usually in the middle between those two extremes.

Sharon and her family faced many adjustments as they came together, but Sharon approached them with a positive attitude. We decided we were going to look at it as a journey, as an adventure, she said. We called ourselves the home team. We didnt want to force the word family on the children too soon. But within two years of living together, Sharon felt they were thriving. When the stepfamily comes together its like a beautiful extended family from decades ago, she said.

Concerned that many people felt at a loss as to how to approach life as a stepparent, Sharon approached the Stepfamily Association of America with the idea of publishing a magazine. Called Your Stepfamily, Sharons magazine offers advice, research, and hands-on information. Its real you and me kind of stuffapproachable, touchable stuff, Sharon says.

And the magazines motto is the same as Sharons family motto: Embrace the Journey.

[image: space]


Research on step families finds that participants must accept an often difficult transition period, but that ultimately family-life satisfaction can be as high in stepfamilies as it is in the most successful traditional families.

Visher, Visher, and Pasley 2003
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Find a Community That Fits Your Family




The vast majority of your familys life will take place in or near your home. Where you live will have a significant influence on the experiences your family members have and the outlook they adopt. The community you live in can complement everything you are trying to do for your family, or it can compete with you. Seek a place to live in that truly meets your needs.

[image: space]

East Farmington, Minnesota, was designed for a close-knit community. With University of Minnesota experts overseeing the plans, the town was literally made to bring people together. The houses sit on small lots on narrow streets, so the residents are close together physically. To encourage daily interaction, sidewalks go in every direction, the mailboxes are clustered together, and every house has a front porch. The backyards open onto common areas, many with shared playgrounds.

Before moving to East Farmington, Claire lived in modern suburban isolation. You couldnt walk anywhere. There were no sidewalks, no crosswalks, and the roads werent safe to cross. Children werent allowed out of their fenced-in yards. I didnt know anyone on the block and seldom exchanged more than a nod with them. Claire moved to East Farmington to recapture a feeling shed had as a child. We had sidewalks, the kids ran around to their friends houses, everyone knew one another. It was a real community there, where people werent isolated from each other.

Claire says East Farmington is better. People do come together more here. I know more neighbors. It isnt perfect, but it makes you feel so much better about where you live when you feel a connection to the place and the people.

[image: space]


People who are highly satisfied with their neighborhood are 25 percent more likely to be highly satisfied with their family life.

Toth, Brown, and Xu 2002
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Believe in Yourself to Help Your Family




Regardless of the effort people put into their family life, some are confident it will work out well while others fear it will work out poorly. Let yourself see the good side of what you are doing and what is happening with your family. Family life is not a test, so there is no reason to worry away your time thinking about results.

[image: space]

Marcus has been a parent for almost twenty years. Long enough, as he says, that he should be able to explain this whole parenting thing. And yet much of the time Marcus has worried that hes doing the wrong thing, or not enough of the right thing.

He looked to his own upbringing for parenting clues, but came up empty. My own parents did not sit me down and spin memorable pieces of advice; they didnt do anything in particular that stands out. When I first saw my son I thought I was terribly unprepared to care for him.

Growing up, I think I learned most about parenting from some of the bad fathers I saw around me. In those men, some of my friends fathers, I realized what a good father was not. He was not threatening, intimidating, or bored with his family. A good father did not undermine his children or take out on them his lifes frustrations. But for all the poor examples, I didnt feel I understood what a truly good father was like.

Over time Ive come to appreciate that great parenting is not a mystery, and not something only a few talented people can do. Its fundamentals are: being there, being loving, being understanding, being reassuring. You dont have to train for this like youre training for a marathon. You just have to be the best person you can be.

Sadly, it was not until Marcus father died that he began to truly understand his fathers gift for parenting. I finally recognized the valuable lessons of fatherhood that he had been teaching me, by example, during every moment we had together. In his gentle and unassuming way, he had taught me the very things about parenting that I thought I didnt know.

[image: space]


People with confidence in themselves are 62 percent more likely to be confident that their family will function well in the future regardless of the difficulties they may encounter.

Vasquez, Durik, and Hyde 2002
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Saying Nothing Says Something




What do we mean when we dont say anything? We might not mean anything at all. But for many people, especially children, the absence of communication is a source of great concern. When we dont say anything at all we leave the door open for worst-case-scenario assumptions. Your family needs to hear from you, even if its just to tell them what you think they should already know.

[image: space]

Dianne has noticed some personality changes of late in her daughter, Hannah, who just turned twelve.

Shes definitely questioning me more, says Dianne. Sometimes she comes home from school and I know somethings upset her, but she goes straight to her room. Its hard because, as a mom, Im used to her coming to me right away.

Indeed, Dianne admits, its tough not to feel rejected and a bit hurt. More important, shes taken her daughters quiet as a sign that she too should be quiet. I dont want to force myself on her, so Ive tried to give her more space.

This pattern, says University of Missouri medical school professor Clea McNeely, can be dangerous. Parents can take a situation in which they feel unwelcome and start to underestimate how important they are to their children. They begin to become shy about active parenting, and fear they will alienate their children.

You are not an acquaintance who sticks around only when its fun and can leave anytime you feel like it. You cant send the message that youre in this only for the good times. Instead, by engaging a child, even if youre reluctant, you are showing that you care, no matter what the situation. And youre showing that running away from each other or from a problem is not a solution.

This does not mean you cant give children some space, some time to brood. But it does mean you cant surrender and parent only when the winds are blowing the right way.

[image: space]


The less open the communication between adults and children, the more pessimistic the children are likely to be and the less likely the children are to feel secure in their family relationship. This is nearly doubly as significant in stepparent-children relationships.

Al-Abbad 2001
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