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Author’s Note

Our family of origin is the most impactful relationship structure in our lives. For better or worse, or somewhere in between, the family dynamics we grew up with affect how we experience relationships—everything from how we attach to others to how we explore new relationships, and even how we think about ourselves. Becoming an adult does not mean an automatic fresh start. Changing these patterns requires intention, courage, and the willingness to sacrifice the short-term comfort that comes with maintaining the status quo. Even when we decide we’re ready to break free from old family patterns, we often discover how deeply ingrained they are within us.

Drama takes many forms in families, from sibling conflict to parenting our parents. Judging one problem as worse or bigger than another is subjective. Only you can decide which issues you can live with and which relationships you’ll need to manage differently going forward.

Take good care of yourself as you read this workbook. Family issues can cause old wounds to resurface and bring new problems to light that you didn’t know needed to be addressed. Be aware that avoiding your feelings about the hard stuff won’t help your progression. Feel everything that comes up, because it’s rising to the top for a reason. Change isn’t easy, yet it’s the only way to get to the version of yourself that feels best.
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INTRODUCTION

Taking the First Step

People often avoid thinking about the difficult relationships in their lives. Somehow, the belief is “If I stop thinking about it, I will feel better.” That’s partially true, but it’s a short-term solution. The reality is, if you feel it, process it, and allow the thoughts to come up, that will also help you feel better and is a long-term, lasting solution. Avoidance via substances, mindless scrolling, working obsessively hard to be successful, or moving far away won’t change what is deeply embedded in your brain and behaviors.

Far too often, people who appear outwardly successful—by means of degrees, a great job, or fame—still suffer within, despite how much they seem to “have it all together.” Success can be an avoidance strategy. Conversely, many people are outwardly in the throes of dealing with family trauma. The best thing we can do for ourselves is to face what we were taught to avoid or not share.

When I was kid, I saw relatives drowning in other people’s problems or victimized by people who hadn’t changed and were in denial about their own issues (but were clear about everyone else’s issues, of course). As I got older, I discovered that it’s possible to change, and that doing so creates a ripple effect in both comfortable and not-so-comfortable ways. For instance, when we decide not to engage in certain behaviors, it separates us from others, and it can feel lonely to be without these family members. Nevertheless, noticing that something is wrong and deciding to do something about it is brave and life-changing.

My first book cultivated the idea that we need more practice building healthy boundaries in family relationships. The rules of engagement apply to family and can be shifted to foster the relationships that matter most to us. Within families, the practice of boundaries can be unique and is often cumbersome. This workbook will help you break down barriers and create lasting changes.

When you let go of family patterns and create your own life, you design your relationships to reflect the life you want. As you do this, some people in your life will change (to the degree they can), and others will stay the same. It helps to accept people as they are, but it isn’t a solution to particularly troubling relationships. Your greatest power lies in changing yourself and aligning with your own values.

IN THIS BOOK, YOU’LL LEARN AND PRACTICE HOW TO

• Define who you are and what you want to carry over from what you learned in your family

• Confront what drama in your family looked like in the past and how it feels now

• Create a unique road map for how to manage or release complex relationships

• Identify how certain family practices in the past laid the groundwork for the unhealthy dynamics you experience today

• Grow in your relationship with yourself as a method for improving your relationship with others

HOW TO USE THIS BOOK

Move slowly through these pages. Be like a turtle—deliberate and at ease. What has taken years to create can’t be undone in one week.

When new clients enter therapy, they routinely ask, “How long will I need to come?” We try to get through some of the most challenging moments in our lives quickly, but I encourage you to take some time with yourself and with family. Many things in this book will have to be practiced over and over. I have revisited many of my favorite books—The Autobiography of Malcolm X, She’s Come Undone, Sisters of the Yam, and What I Know For Sure—many times. Every time I go back to them, I discover something new. I’m constantly shifting, so what I pull out of them changes based on my development. Use this book over and over to be met where you are and to refine your tools.

Reading my book Drama Free: A Guide to Managing Unhealthy Family Relationships will be helpful. However, this book is a stand-alone resource and a hands-on tool for exploring these concepts and applying them in your own life.

Pause and Return

Notice your response to the reading material. Take a break from it when you notice shifts in your behavior, such as irritability, difficulty concentrating, sleep issues, or fixation. Return once your intense feelings have subsided. The workbook is intended to help, not to cause further harm. Thinking about the workbook is okay, but not being able to resume life can be a sign to find some support while reading the material.

Therapy can be used as a supplemental tool to help you with the difficult areas you’re trying to resolve. Having a space to process what happened while exploring difficult changes can be just what you need to foster new practices.

Lists

Lists are a way to express more than one thought about something. You can feel many things at once or have several thoughts about a topic. Therefore, in the chapters that follow, I will prompt you to create lists of ideas. Family is complicated, and giving yourself space to explore possibilities is essential.

Journaling

Throughout this workbook, you’ll find questions and prompts to help you write through your feelings. There’s something magical about honestly allowing yourself to answer questions. The focus of journaling is releasing. Get thoughts and feelings out of your head, on paper, in your notes app, or on a voice note. Holding memories, conversations, and emotions in has not helped you. Use journaling as a tool to process the practice of changing. Here are a few questions to consider as you journal:

1. How does it feel to reevaluate my perspective?

2. As I’m working through the book, what concerns do I have about implementing new practices?

3. What memories were prompted while reading?

Keep your journal private if you are not ready to share your thoughts.

Checklists

Certain concepts, such as emotional neglect or abuse, can be hard to understand and recognize, and a checklist can help you know if you meet specific criteria. Checklists are a way to discover what you might need to address and what you might see in others. You will notice that some lists don’t exactly fit your situation, but take a look at them anyway. Use them as a general guide, not as a definitive diagnostic tool.
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I will share exercises throughout the book to help you grow your knowledge base and apply key concepts. Remember that no one is checking your work, so be very honest with yourself. Before completing an exercise, close your eyes and take two or three deep breaths (in through your nose and out through your mouth).

This workbook will call on you to release some of the difficult thoughts and beliefs you’ve been carrying about yourself and others. There will be times when you feel the need to step away. Do so, but remember to return. Don’t quit. You can move at your own pace and pause as needed.

Some of us have not one but many issues in our family. Use the space below to identify your three most significant challenges with family.

1. ___________________________________







2. ___________________________________







3. ___________________________________







Remember that neither you nor Rome was built in a day. This is a process of slow uncovering, rebuilding, and renaissance.
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