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CHAPTER 1:

YOU ARE NOT ALONE

Five years ago, my husband and I were cut off completely from our daughter, and nothing we do has made any difference in getting back together with her. When we meet people, it’s devastating to tell the truth, but we deal with it by being straightforward: “Oh, there are problems,” or “We don’t see each other.” It is not a question that they will ask more about. It is such an intimate topic—it’s almost like talking about hemorrhoids or other things that people just don’t want to hear. I’ve been approached by former neighbors and they say, “Well, you seem like such nice people. How come it’s like this?” We’re labeled with this black cloud.

The big thing that I would recommend is that estranged people should not feel they are isolated in corners, because it’s not just happening to them, and they should share it. It’s letting the news out that you are not alone. This is happening in many families, and when someone hears our story, they may then say, “We have it too.” 

—Skye Ferraro

We live in a world where personal problems are made public, from struggles with mental illness to histories of abuse and intimate details of sex lives. Reality television, although heavily scripted, has encouraged an “anything goes” attitude toward sharing information about ourselves. The “private” has become so public that some people document much of their lives on social media. Therefore, it is striking when one comes upon a topic that is not freely exposed to others. Estranged people do not feel part of a community that can share its pain in public. Across hundreds of interviews, I heard one particular phrase over and over: “I thought I was the only one.” Among the estranged, there is a pervasive feeling of being all alone in a world that doesn’t understand this problem.

Kristine Freeman was by all appearances a vibrant, successful career woman. A business executive, she led a large work team and was considered to be an exceptional communicator and an empathetic boss. Her second marriage was warm and loving, and she relished the role of mother to her young son. To others, her life seemed full and balanced. But Kristine suffered in silence with a shameful secret: Her parents had rejected her and driven her from their lives.

The estrangement began when Kristine decided to divorce her first husband after years of increasing unhappiness. She avoided informing her parents for months that the marriage was ending. She told me: “I never wanted to detail what was going on in my private life, so nobody really knew what awful stuff I was dealing with in my marriage. All they saw were the beautiful white picket fences, and everything was great. But I wasn’t great.” Her mother’s reaction when told about the divorce was angry and punitive:

My mother completely rejected me. She said some harsh things to me and told me that I had made a vow to God and I had disobeyed my marriage vows. I would hear from people I knew that she was talking about me and praying for me that I would see things the way that she wanted me to see things. I had made a decision to better myself and to become happy, and my mother could not understand that and didn’t want to understand it. So we were estranged for over five years.

There was much that pained Kristine about the estrangement. Her prior relationship with her parents had been close, and she deeply felt the loss of contact. She stayed away from family gatherings to avoid interacting with her mother. Her holidays were lonely, and she felt unmoored in her life without connections to her family. But above all, she felt alone. She told me:

It was very difficult—I had no one. You feel as if you are being looked at like you’re in the spotlight on a stage and you’re being judged by everyone. All I knew was my parents didn’t want me. I was on my own in dealing with it. That’s where a lot of the fear of judgment and embarrassment came from, because I didn’t know how prevalent estrangement was. I didn’t know there were other people out there that were dealing with this same problem.

Society’s expectations for family life compound the feelings of aloneness. We still hold to the cultural ideal that the family should be, in the famous words of Christopher Lasch, “a haven in a heartless world.” Family means unbreakable bonds, loyalty in even the most trying circumstances. We present our family lives in idealized ways on social media. On Facebook, there are many photos of happy family events, but few of relatives sulking and weeping after a fight. Celebrities like Angelina Jolie and Meghan Markle are excoriated in the press because of their family estrangements. Estrangement is a stigma, a social identity that makes other people value them less. Individuals who perceive themselves as stigmatized often feel alone in an unsympathetic world.

But are estranged people really so alone? Or are they, in fact, in the company of many others? I set out to answer that question using scientific survey methodology. My goal was to understand the landscape of estrangement by providing hard data about how many people’s lives are touched by the problem. First, however, we need to spend a little time on what we mean by “estrangement.”

Defining “Estrangement”

There is a famous statement that has been used in many contexts: “I don’t know how to define ______, but I know it when I see it.” That blank can be filled in with anything from “modern art” to “pornography.” The same holds true for the subject of this book; writers on the topic have created varying definitions of “estrangement.” I won’t be able to solve the definitional problem here (and you would probably stop reading at this point if I tried to), but it’s important to describe what “estrangement” means for our purposes.

The consensus is that estrangement involves cutting off regular contact between two or more family members. After that, however, things get tricky. Some researchers believe that estrangement must always involve experiencing the cutoff as negative, resulting from conflict, disagreement, or other difficult or disturbing interactions. Other writers on the topic discuss “emotional estrangement,” in which contact of some kind continues but in an atmosphere of emotional distance and detachment. Another distinction is whether estrangement means that all contact of any kind has ended, or whether people can have marginal interaction (e.g., being copied on a family email or allowed to be a “friend” on Facebook) but still be considered estranged.

I am now going to let you in on a trick we social scientists use. As you can imagine, we conduct research on many topics that are hard to define, and on which reasonable people disagree mightily about the definition. For example, a term like “child abuse” has many definitional controversies: How does it differ from socially accepted punishment of children, for example, and how do we account for cultural differences in what people consider abusive? Nowadays, what used to be considered simple categories, like race and gender, also create definitional struggles. What’s a poor sociologist to do?

When in doubt, we operationalize. That is, we take a concept like “estrangement” and tell you how we defined it and measured it for a particular purpose. My goal in organizing the interviews for this book was to cast a wide net and avoid artificial restrictions that would exclude people who might see themselves as estranged. At the same time, I needed to set some boundaries so readers would know what I am talking about. Therefore, when I asked people to be interviewed for this book, I told them, “By ‘family estrangement,’ we mean situations in which a family member has cut off contact from one or more of their relatives.” I did not restrict participation based on why contact stopped, allowing the reasons to include conflict, disagreements, distance, and other factors.

However, I went a step beyond this definition in two ways. First, I asked people not only if they were currently cut off from family members, but also if they had ever been estranged. I expected that people would move in and out of estrangements over their lives, and I was interested in people who were once estranged but now reconciled. Second, I sought to include people who were estranged themselves as well as some individuals who were affected by a rift that did not directly involve them. Later in this book, you will see how useful these interviews were in understanding a rift’s “collateral damage” and the way other family members can help or hinder reconciliation.

The people who appear in this book perceive themselves as having experienced—temporarily or permanently—a complete cutoff from one or more relatives. There was, in fact, little ambiguity about whether an estrangement was present or not in these families; simply by using the word “estranged” in introducing my interviews, people understood exactly what I was looking for. I did not nitpick over minor issues; for example, if someone attended a family gathering where the estranged relative was present, he or she was still considered estranged.

This book is premised on the idea that estrangement is different. It is different from family feuds, from high-conflict situations, and from relationships that are emotionally distant but still include contact. As later chapters in this book make clear, the declaration of “I am done” with a family member is a powerful and distinct phenomenon, one that affects people in different ways from a conflictual relationship. In this book, we will spend our time with people who experienced as complete a relationship cutoff as is possible in our connected society, some of whom later resumed contact and others who did not.

Are You Alone or Not?

On any given day, how many people would answer yes to the question, Are you estranged from one or more relatives? Before I give you an answer, take a minute for a thought exercise. Think about what you have heard about estrangement from your friends, relatives, co‑workers, and acquaintances. Consider also what you have seen in the media. Approximately how many people are estranged from someone? According to popular culture, estrangement is a “silent epidemic.” Is that the case?

When I began exploring the topic, I was surprised to learn that no one had an answer to those questions. As a survey researcher, I knew what I needed to do next: Conduct a survey! Over the course of my career, I’ve surveyed thousands of people about very sensitive topics, and I knew from experience that we could get solid information on an issue like this by asking directly.

The survey methods are described in detail in the book’s Appendix. In brief, I obtained a nationally representative sample of 1,340 Americans ages eighteen and older. Everyone was asked this question: “Do you have any family members (i.e., parents, grandparents, siblings, children, uncles, aunts, cousins, or other relatives) from whom you are currently estranged, meaning you have no contact with the family member(s) at the present time?” You will see that this question is broader than just estrangement between parents and children, which has been the topic of most research. It also doesn’t mince words; I clearly asked about a complete end to contact.

How much estrangement is there? Over one-quarter of Americans surveyed—27 percent—reported currently being estranged from a relative. Extrapolated to the U.S. adult population, that’s around 67 million people. By any standard, that is a very impressive number. However, the actual prevalence of estrangement is likely higher, as some survey respondents may have not wished to admit the problem. Therefore, the 27 percent figure should be considered a low estimate of the scope of family rifts.

With whom are people estranged? Around 10 percent of the total sample were estranged from a parent or a child. Translated to the United States population, approximately 25 million people are cut off from a parent or a child. Overall, 8 percent of the total sample was estranged from a sibling, which translates in the U.S. population to around 20 million individuals. The remainder of the estrangements (9 percent of the sample) involved, in order of prevalence, cousins, aunts and uncles, grandparents, nieces and nephews, and other relatives. This percentage translates to 22 million Americans.

For those of you currently involved in a family rift, you are indeed not alone. You are in the company of over a quarter of the U.S. population. However, here’s a question you may be asking: Does my survey overstate the amount of estrangement? After all, people might have no contact because they have simply lost touch or haven’t gotten around to calling each other in a while. To look at that issue, I asked how people felt about the rift and how long it had gone on.

I asked everyone who reported being estranged, “How upsetting is it to you to be estranged from your relative?” When I removed those who said they were not upset at all about the rift, the percentage of estranged people dropped from 27 percent to 22 percent—not a major reduction. That’s still around 55 million Americans who have at least one estrangement in their families that bothers them to some degree. Everyone was also asked how long the estrangement had gone on. The vast majority (85 percent) had been estranged for a year or more, and fully half of the respondents had not had contact with the relative for four years or more. Thus, even under more restrictive definitions of “estrangement,” a large number of Americans are facing long-standing and upsetting family rifts.

A Problem for Everyone

Some problems concentrate more heavily in certain groups. Malnutrition, for example, is much more likely to occur among poor people. Both genders experience depression, but women tend to be more affected than men. Other life challenges are more evenly distributed throughout the population. To examine the assertion that estranged people are not alone, I used the national survey data to answer the question: Are certain groups more likely to report estrangement than others? That is, do family rifts primarily occur in a small subset of the population? I learned that the answer to that question is clearly no.

The data allowed me to look at whether there were differences in estrangement according to the following factors: race, marital status, gender, educational level, age, and geographical region. Social scientists look for what are termed “statistically significant” differences—that is, differences that are large enough that they are unlikely to have occurred by chance. There was only one way in which estranged people differed from other individuals: their age group. People were somewhat less likely to be estranged if they were under age thirty-five or over age sixty-four. However, this finding is easily explained: People in their middle years are likely to have both living parents and adult children (and to still have living siblings and grandparents). Thus, middle-aged people are more likely to report being estranged because they have a larger potential pool of relatives with whom rifts might occur.

For all the other variables I was able to measure, family rifts appear to know no bounds. They are equally prevalent whether one identifies as White, Black, Latino, or Asian American; across social classes (as measured by educational level); between men and women; and throughout all regions of the United States. These findings support the idea that you are not alone in an estrangement, but rather are in the company of people from all walks of life and social situations.

As compelling as these findings are, the numbers do not entirely speak for themselves. What do these unique data tell us? By any standards, estrangement is a big issue. Anything that affects up to one-quarter of American adults deserves serious attention. Even if we look only at immediate families (parents, children, and siblings), nearly one-fifth of American adults (or over 44 million people) consider themselves estranged. I will admit that I was astonished by these numbers, and they confirm many people’s belief that estrangement is widespread.

Paradoxically, there is some good news here. The media and social networking sites for estranged parents and children may overestimate just how often that specific type of estrangement occurs. I found in the survey that around one in ten parents and children are experiencing a rift between them. Put another way, in 90 percent of families, parent-child contact still goes on. This finding is consistent with the general research literature on parent-child relations throughout the life course, which shows that the majority of both older parents and adult children report good-quality relationships.

You may be feeling like former president Harry Truman, who was so tired of economists saying “on the one hand . . . on the other hand” that he asked for a one-handed economist. In fact, we can have it both ways. Most parents and children make it through life without becoming estranged. But lots of people experience just such a fracture and suffer greatly as a result.

The data also show that estrangement goes well beyond just the parent-child relationship and is widespread among other relatives as well. That’s why this book takes a unique perspective, including all kinds of family rifts. For many people, losing the relationship with a beloved cousin, uncle, aunt, or grandparent can be a terrible thing. I want to assure all of you in those situations that you, too, are not alone.

In the Introduction, I invited you to accompany me on a journey to explore the landscape of estrangement in families. In this first chapter, we have looked carefully at the terrain, gaining an overview of the extent of family rifts. We learned that the estranged are absolutely not alone. Instead the problem is extensive; most Americans have either experienced it or have a close relative or friend who has. We found out that many people feel isolated and stigmatized by the estrangement, such that they hide the problem from all but their closest associates.

The playwright Anton Chekhov described the common belief that everyone else’s life is better than our own, writing: “Think of all the people who go to the market to buy food, who eat in the daytime and sleep at night, who prattle away, merry . . . But we neither hear nor see those who suffer, and the terrible things in life are played out behind the scenes.” Psychologists have shown that we overestimate our own emotional problems in comparison with others’, because most of us suppress our negative emotions when we are out in public. We are, as the psychologist Alexander Jordan has pointed out, “embarrassed by our own sadness.” He explains: “With everyone reluctant to express their genuine attitudes lest they be embarrassed or rejected by peers, people end up feeling more alone in their private attitudes than is warranted.”

Being able to compare difficult emotional experiences helps us to become more realistic about problems like estrangement, to get new ideas for how to cope, and to make us feel less isolated or—as some of my respondents put it—less “weird.” In the next chapter, we will look at common routes to estrangement. We then will explore the damaging effects of life in the rift, both for those involved in estrangements and for others who are unwillingly pulled into them.





CHAPTER 10:

SETTING BOUNDARIES

My mother had anger problems, and I experienced emotional abuse as a child. The issues between us only got worse when I was in college. She was demanding of my time and could never get enough of my attention. I finally couldn’t handle my anxiety about being absorbed into this relationship. I moved away and did not speak to my parents for over ten years. After my father died, I decided I wanted to reconcile with my mother. To do so, I had to psychologically prepare myself and protect myself.

I made specific plans for how I would handle the stressful side of the relationship, like limiting the time I spent with her. She was happy that I would visit after years of not being around, and we would do things together. But I always kept a little distance, a protective barrier between her and me. I needed the buffer, and I was never going to allow myself to get sucked in. My advice to others would be to carefully establish their own boundaries. I would tell them that a boundary is like a fence around you. It protects you; it’s a sacred place where you can be you. And you will not let the person come in and violate that space.

—Antonia Lewis

When it comes to estrangement and reconciliation, most people experience conflicting positive and negative emotions; in other words, they feel ambivalent. It’s what people describe as feeling “torn in two directions,” or as a struggle between whether to “follow their head or their heart.” Research has shown that we humans find ambivalence to be highly aversive, and we try to resolve it as quickly as we can. But for many people, there is no easy answer to the ambivalence over cutting off a close relative. That’s where setting boundaries comes in: By consciously protecting themselves from the upset and anxiety that led to the rift, the reconcilers felt able to reconnect.

My research revealed the internal struggle people undergo in a family rift. Those who initiate an estrangement believe they have very good reasons for doing so. Frequently, at the beginning of an interview, they would assert that they made the right decision and had no choice but to end the relationship. As the interview progressed, however, it would become clear that the estrangement decision was not so clear-cut.

It is hard to avoid guilt when confronted with the relative’s obvious pain, or worry about missing the chance to reconcile before the other person dies. In the midst of a long rift, most people also find themselves curious about what a renewed relationship would feel like. Even those who felt fully justified had some degree of ambivalence when confronted with requests for contact from a family member. What stops such individuals from taking the first step toward reconciliation? The answer surprised me—and it shows why boundaries are so important.

Estrangement and Anxiety

When people explain why a family member has cut them off, they often attribute it to the relative’s anger, hostility, selfishness, or other negative attributes. But my interviews uncovered a more important reason why people remain in an estrangement for years: They are anxious about what it would take to reconcile. They are afraid to make themselves vulnerable again to unwanted demands, fights, criticism, and disapproval. The anxiety of reconnecting permeated many of the conversations I had with estranged individuals.

Irina Mosley cut off her sister after many angry and upsetting interactions, and she declared that she was relieved to have done so. But when asked to reflect on the rift, she told me:

I want family gatherings to be better. Families should have happy memories together. I still want to go to family gatherings, because it’s my family and I want to see them. I just get too anxious about it, and that stops me from trying. It’s awful if my sister is there, and she is vying for everybody’s attention and throwing jabs at me. So then I feel I’m right that I should not go to any more to family events. That’s kind of sad, but at the same time, without all of that drama in my life, I don’t have the stress. I go back and forth between wanting to have all of them and wanting to have none of them.

I was particularly struck by respondents who began the interview by claiming that the estrangement didn’t matter. As we sat down, they would begin, “I’m happy to talk to you about this, but I should tell you that it doesn’t bother me.” But I learned to expect a change among people who initially declared that the rift was inconsequential. As our conversation continued, a more anxious and ambivalent picture would emerge.

Wesley Austin was someone I did not expect to express ambivalence about his estrangement from his brother. Wesley is the strong, silent type. A former military man, he does not express emotions easily, explaining: “Men, in general, don’t open up. And the way we were raised in my family, we open up even less.” For much of our interview, Wesley was clear about his dislike for his brother, Ike.

Wesley became estranged from Ike when they were in their thirties. Wesley and Ike had always competed intensively; physical fights between the two were common when they were children. Wesley described his brother as smug and intolerant. As adults, they had negative interactions around the care of their parents and the division of the inheritance after they died. Wesley stayed in touch with Ike to please his mother, but after she died became totally cut off from him.

Wesley did not mince words, and in the initial phase of our interview, no one sounded more certain of the choice to stay estranged:

Growing up, we never got along. He was very hotheaded, and he had an arrogance about him. And I think that’s why he and I didn’t get along too well. But he didn’t get along with many people. At one point, I told him: “I don’t trust you, and I have no reason to trust you.” He blew up at that. He isn’t interested in my family. He’s insensitive. So I just shut it off. It’s a total cutoff. As for the future, we’re not going to reconcile, and it’s not going to be any skin off my back.

But later in the interview, when asked about the impact of the estrangement on other family members, Wesley’s words and tone shifted. There was an unexpected catch in his voice when he said:

Okay, I wish my children had an uncle. I’m upset that they didn’t have an uncle. I know what family should be, but you know wishes don’t make it what it should be. I think family should be close, I think family should be there for each other. I wish I had a family, I wish it wasn’t estrangement. I don’t even know how to create that web of family. We have friends who have all their relatives come to their house for holidays, and we kind of get adopted into that family. And I see that it’s nice to have family, and I wish we had it. I’m just afraid of getting drawn back into his meanness and craziness.

A family-systems approach supports the idea that anxiety drives many estrangements. In Chapter 4, I shared the insights I received through engagement with one such approach: Bowen theory. This perspective is unique in the degree to which it specifically focuses on cutoff in families. A key insight of Bowen theory is that people cut off a relative not because they no longer care but because they may care too much. When the emotional intensity of a relationship becomes too high, cutting it off serves as an escape valve.

This idea, in particular, resonates throughout my studies of estrangement. Bowen theory asserts that family life embodies a fundamental conflict between togetherness, which is referred to as “fusion,” and individuality, or “differentiation.” When the push toward fusion with family members is too great, anxiety ensues. It is at that point when an either/or decision becomes attractive to a family member. As Peter Titelman, an expert on Bowen theory, puts it, cutting off a relationship “functions to control and reduce anxiety generated by intense contact—stuck-together fusion—with the family of origin.” As I uncovered in my interviews, estrangement provides an escape from chronic anxiety about the relationship.

Geraldine Holloway’s description of her internal conflict was typical. She was raised in a chaotic and neglectful household by parents who lived on the margins of the law. She was estranged for over two decades, but after the death of her father, her ailing mother began to request help. Although she felt pressured to assist and guilty about failing to do so, her fear of being absorbed by the family stands in the way. She told me:

I can’t reconnect because I can’t prevent myself from being triggered, from getting depressed from these interactions, from feeling the lack of love I never got. When I am with her, I can’t keep from feeling like the scared, lonely child that I was. I cannot prevent that. When I talk to her, I tighten my body, I can’t breathe very deeply, I get angry at everything and everyone around me. This is the nugget of the whole thing. People like me feel conflicted and don’t know what to do. Despite ourselves, we feel love and concern for our parents, and yet we know that the parents are going to be the same, and we are terrified of any real contact.

When experts write about difficult family relationships, it is common to raise the issue of “boundaries.” Relationship guidance typically frames boundaries as determining where one person ends and the other person begins. The general idea is to set reasonable limitations or rules that respect personality differences and personal preferences, without imposing those of one person on the other. In “The Tool Kit,” we examine three strategies to make boundaries work to end a rift.

The Tool Kit

For many of the reconcilers, setting boundaries was not a vague, amorphous process. When it came to bringing about a successful reconnection
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APPENDIX:

HOW THE STUDY WAS CONDUCTED

This book is based on information collected from approximately 1,600 people using several different methods. For the sake of convenience, I will refer to these data-collection activities as the Cornell Family Reconciliation Project (CFRP). Aspects of CFRP and this book follow standard methods of sociological research. In my scientific work, I have conducted many such studies and published the results in academic journals.

For this book, however, the ways that I interpret the results and present the findings differ at some points from the standard social scientific approach. Because this is a book for everyone, rather than just other social scientists, I engage in more interpretation and personal reflection than I do in research articles. My goal was to provide a deep understanding of the landscape of estrangement and reconciliation from the standpoint of people who experienced them and to convey their advice in rich and nuanced detail.

In this Appendix, I provide background on the methods used to collect the data on which this book is based. When I became interested in the topic of family rifts, I first searched existing literature on the topic. Although much has been written in scientific journals about factors that predict the quality of family relationships, I was surprised to find that very little research had been conducted specifically on estrangement, and almost none on reconciliation. Following accepted social science research methods when little guidance exists from past research, I carried out the following set of research activities. A word of warning: Unlike in the rest of this book, you will find more technical discussion here. For the professional or amateur social scientists among you, happy reading!

In‑Depth Interview Study

Sample Recruitment

In this component of the project, my goal was to obtain detailed descriptions of the processes of estrangement and reconciliation from a large group of individuals who had experienced them. As you can imagine, there is no national database of people in family rifts, so I knew that recruitment of a sizable sample would be challenging. Conducting a representative national survey involving in‑depth interviews would have been economically unfeasible. I therefore used a combination of convenience sampling and snowball sampling for this component of the study.

Convenience sampling is a method of non-probability sampling that is appropriate for research goals like mine. I was not trying to achieve accurate sampling to be able to describe a clearly defined population. Instead, I needed to recruit a large sample of people who had experienced the problem I was interested in. Convenience sampling is a lot like it sounds: One begins by asking people who are more or less easily accessible. In this case, my research team and I created large lists of individuals in our personal and professional acquaintance and sent them a standard email describing the study. Individuals who responded were then invited for interviews.

Snowball sampling is another non-probability sampling technique. The term comes from the image of a snowball rolling downhill, getting bigger as it descends. The individuals we contacted were also asked if there were people who had experienced family rifts among their acquaintances. They provided family members, friends, and others with the study information, and some of those people contacted us.

The recruitment email provided the following criteria for being in the study:

In this study, estrangement is defined broadly as a situation in which an individual has ceased to have contact with a family member, or has only minimal contact (less than once a year). In particular, we are interested in talking with people who consider themselves estranged from a parent, child, sibling, grandparent, grandchild, or another relative who is significant to them. Further, we are interested in speaking with individuals who have lost or ceased contact with a family member regardless of the reason.

As described in the Introduction, as the project progressed, I became increasingly interested in locating individuals who had reconciled. A small number of reconcilers were already in the sample, but I needed substantially more interviewees to be able to share advice on the reconciliation process. I received invaluable assistance from the nationally syndicated advice columnist Amy Dickinson (“Ask Amy”), who publicized the reconciliation interviews in her column. The combined recruitment activities resulted in 270 in‑depth interviews. I had reached the point of “saturation,” where no new themes or ideas were emerging, so data collection was ended.

Of these interviews, 100 individuals had reconciled, and 170 were still in family rifts. In terms of demographic characteristics, the in‑depth interview sample was disproportionately female (78 percent) and predominately white (86 percent). Of the remainder of the sample, 7 percent were Asian American, 4 percent were Hispanic, and 3 percent were African American. In terms of age, 21 percent were ages 18–24; 6 percent were 25–34; 7 percent were 35–44; 10 percent were 45–54; 24 percent were 55–64; and 32 percent were 65 or over.

Individuals who expressed interest in the study were contacted by the research team and provided with additional information. An interview was then scheduled. Because this was a national sample, most interviews were conducted by telephone, with a small number conducted in person. The interviews were recorded and transcribed. Interviews averaged around 45 minutes, with some lasting an hour or more. We were able to conduct follow‑up interviews approximately one year after the initial interview with 49 sample members.

The interview began with the opportunity for the respondents to tell the story of the estrangement in their own words. They were told: “I’d like to begin by asking you to describe the situation in your family. Please tell me the story however you would like to. If you thought of the experience like a book, what are the main chapters? We would like to learn about how the issues began, what happened, and where things stand today.” Follow‑up questions were asked to make sure we had information on the respondents’ views about what they believe caused the estrangement and how it progressed to the present day. The interview continued with questions covering the impact of the estrangement on them and other family members and how it might have been prevented. Individuals who had reconciled were asked in detail about the process and experience of reconnecting.

A substantial portion of the interviews was devoted to the respondents’ advice for others. We asked what concrete steps they took to deal with the estrangement and to overcome it, sources of help they found useful, and specific tips or strategies for reconciliation. Almost all respondents found the interview to be interesting and a positive experience. When asked if we could speak with them again, only four individuals declined.

Human Subjects

Like all university-based social science studies, this project was reviewed and approved at Cornell for what is called “Protection of Human Subjects.” This means that certain procedures had to be followed regarding how the data were collected. It’s worth noting that unlike those in some surveys, respondents in this project were not guaranteed total confidentiality. They were promised anonymity—that’s why all names of those interviewed in this book are pseudonyms, created by a random-names generator. But they were informed that I intended to use their direct quotes and that it was possible that they could be identified by the details in the quotations.

No one refused after being given that warning; indeed, a few wished they could have had their real names next to their stories. To offer additional protection, however, I followed procedures to further anonymize some of the interviews, including changing details in the interview that might make a person identifiable. The sense and meaning of the quotes and case studies, however, remain unchanged.

Analysis

Coding of the interviews was carried out using the software program Dedoose. These data are what I rely on when I say things like “one of the most frequently mentioned issues . . .” However, I did not employ statistical techniques and quantitative analyses in analyzing the data. Instead, I followed the widely accepted sociological approach of qualitative and narrative analysis. I read the entire interviews and the coded excerpts dozens of times, identifying major themes and the examples and case studies that illustrated these themes.

National Random-Sample Survey

As described in Chapter 1, I wanted to shed light on the prevalence of estrangement, asking how frequently it occurs in the general population and how it is distributed among several subgroups. With the assistance of the Yasamin Miller Group, I surveyed a national sample of people age 18 and older in the United States. One way to accomplish this task would be to conduct a national survey by face‑to‑face or telephone interviews. Conducting enough in‑person interviews from a random sample of the general U.S. population would be extremely expensive, and so it was ruled out. Telephone surveys are also very costly, and with declining response rates, there is debate about how representative random-digit-dial telephone interviews actually are and whether these probability-based approaches are indeed still probability-based. Further, they are now difficult to conduct because so few people have landlines and so many are unwilling to answer cell phone calls from unrecognized numbers.

To deal with these issues, social scientists are increasingly conducting “web-based panel” (or “online internet panel”) studies, which have been found to be effective ways of approximating survey results from a true random sample. In this method, a database is assembled of potential respondents who declare that they will participate in surveys if invited. Such online surveys are faster, more efficient, and less expensive than conventional survey approaches, such as telephone, face‑to‑face, and mail interviews. Drawbacks have also been identified in the literature—in particular, possible bias created by self-selection into a web panel.

A number of providers offer panels of possible survey respondents who fit the needs of a specific study. For the national survey I conducted, a Qualtrics research panel of U.S. adults ages 18 years and older was used for recruitment. To exclude duplication and ensure validity, Qualtrics checks every IP address and uses a sophisticated digital fingerprinting technology. Qualtrics randomly selects respondents for surveys in which respondents are highly likely to qualify. Each sample from the panel base is proportioned to the general population and then randomized before the survey is deployed. Qualtrics works to guarantee that the population surveyed meets the requirements of the specific survey as defined by the investigator.

Potential respondents are sent an email invitation informing them that the survey is for research purposes only, how long the survey is expected to take, and what incentives are available. To avoid self-selection bias, the survey invitation does not include specific details about the content of the survey. In total, 8,203 panel members were eligible to participate, and 1,340 completed the survey (a 16 percent completion rate). As shown in the table, the final composition of the sample is nearly identical to that of the U.S. population.

Table 1: Comparison of Family Estrangement National Survey (FENS) respondents with U.S. population (adults ages 18 and over)



	Age


	FENS


	USA





	18–24


	13%


	12%





	25–34


	18%


	18%





	35–44


	17%


	17%





	45–54


	18%


	18%





	55–64


	17%


	17%





	65+


	17%


	18%








 



	Gender


	FENS


	USA





	Female


	53%


	52%





	Male


	47%


	48%








 



	Race


	FENS


	USA





	White or Caucasian


	61%


	60%





	Black or African American


	12%


	12%





	Race


	FENS


	USA





	Asian


	6%


	5%





	Hispanic


	16%


	18%





	Other/Multiracial


	5%


	5%








 



	Education


	FENS


	USA





	Some College or College Degree


	48 %


	44 % 








 



	Geographical Region


	FENS


	USA





	Midwest


	22%


	21%





	Northeast


	19%


	18%





	South


	39%


	37%





	West


	20%


	23%








 

All respondents in the national survey were asked the question, “Do you have any family members (i.e., parents, grandparents, siblings, children, uncles, aunts, cousins, or other relatives) from whom you are currently estranged, meaning you have no contact with the family member(s) at the present time?” Individuals who answered yes to this question were asked a set of additional questions, including the degree of upset over the estrangement, how long it had gone on, and the demographic characteristics that are used in Chapter 1.

Supplemental Research Efforts

In addition to these two main research activities, I also gathered information from several other sources that informed the book. First, for the reconciliation component of the in‑depth interview study, a website was created where individuals could submit their reconciliation stories. A number of these individuals (approximately 75) provided a written story but did not wish to be interviewed. These stories helped flesh out the advice for reconciliation. Second, in my interviews with hundreds of older people in the Cornell Legacy Project, a number of individuals had experienced estrangement and helped my understanding of family rifts in later life. Finally, I interviewed 10 marriage and family therapists who work with estranged families, and their insights are reflected at various points in the book.

How This Book Differs from a Social Science Study

The data-collection procedures for these studies followed standard social science practice. I balanced purposive samples of individuals who were specifically interested in the topic with a representative national sample of people selected at random. However, this is of course a popular book for general audiences. Therefore, some ways I have presented the information are different from what I would do if I were publishing the data in a scientific journal.

I have edited the quotations to make them more readable, cutting out the use of “um” and “ah” and standardizing grammar. I have not indicated missing segments of quotations, and I think readers will be grateful to be spared sentences like “Well, um, I guess . . . the problem was, hmm, I’m not sure . . . probably something like . . .” However, the quotations used in this book all capture the spirit of the recorded interviews. I have kept the tone and expressiveness intact so that readers can get the full flavor of the respondents’ viewpoints.

I took another liberty in this book in the interest of readability. The in‑depth interview component of this project involved 270 interviews, all of which I could not have personally conducted. However, I designed all the questions that were asked, I carefully trained the interviewers, and I met with them for supervision. I ensured that all questions were asked just the way I intended and went over the taped and transcribed interviews countless times. I also conducted many interviews personally. For this reason, I use the first-person pronoun in this book for all the interviews that were conducted. Again, I believe readers will thank me for not repeating: “Interviewer 2 asked . . .” and for going instead with the clearer “I.” I feel this is justified given my intensive involvement in all aspects of the data-collection process.

Finally, more than in a scientific study, I have inserted myself into the interpretation and presentation of the information. I include my reactions and personal experiences at various points in the book. Further, I made decisions regarding the selection of the main themes and specific advice in part based on my own reaction to and interpretation of the interviewees’ responses. As noted earlier, the themes did not emerge from quantitative analysis, such that some received more “votes” than others. This book is the product of my interaction with the interview material, both as a social scientist and as a member of an extended family trying to apply the insights to my own life.
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