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Improve your personal relationships. Most people’s lives are complicated by family relationships.
Birth order, our parents’ relationship, and the “rules” we were brought up with can affect our self-
esteem and relationships with spouses, children, and other family members. Family of Origin
therapy and techniques can help you create better relationships. This easy-to-read, practical
book explains how families function and what you can do to change the way you act in your
family and with other people. Exercises show how to apply the principles to your own situation
and develop a more positive approach to all aspects of your life. Topics covered include:* What
makes it so difficult to be myself with my family?* How is my relationship with my spouse
affected by how my family acted when I was a child?* Will my parents still love me if I let them
know my real feelings?* How has my birth order and my gender affected my personality?* What
birth order in a spouse is the best match for me?* Why do I always feel rejected when my
spouse disagrees with me?* How can I change the way I react?* What role does my family
history play in my life?* How can I improve my communication skills?Step-by-step exercises
show how to make contact with “lost” family members, how to interview relatives to develop a
clearer picture of how each member fits into the family tree, and how to find different and better
ways of dealing with family relationships. Professionals will also find this book a useful
companion to their therapy sessions with clients.
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CanadaCopyright © 2012International Self-Counsel PressAll rights reserved.1IntroductionThe
more intensively the family has stamped its character upon the child, the more [the child] will
tend to feel and see its earlier miniature world again in the bigger world of adult life.— Carl
Gustav JungLife in the family of origin (the family a person is born and raised in) is a
tremendously powerful experience for everyone. And the impact of that experience is not
restricted to childhood. The way we see ourselves, others, and the world is shaped in the setting
of our family of origin. The views we develop there stay with us throughout life.At some point,
most of us leave our families of origin physically, but we rarely leave them emotionally. Even if
you put an ocean between you and your family of origin, or never return home again, you will
continue to re-enact the dynamics of your original family in any new family you establish. The
specific content may well be different, of course.For example, you may do many of the very
things your parents did, even though you always swore you wouldn’t. No doubt your parents
swore the same thing about their parents, who swore the same thing about their parents, back to
the first cave man and woman who swore they’d never be the apes their parents were. At times,
this decision to be different can take interesting turns.ExampleAnnette, a divorced parent with
children aged 14, 12, and 9, complained that her parents never liked or approved of what she
did. She made a rule for herself as a parent to always praise her children and let them know how
much she liked them. To her surprise, her oldest child told her one day, “Mom, the problem with
you is you’re always telling us how good we are and we can’t believe you because we never hear
the other side!”One of the most difficult things in life is to gain emotional separateness from that
powerful early family environment and not continually repeat it or react against it.The purpose of
this book is to help you find new ways to deal with that family environment — to have a better life
here and now by learning a different way of dealing with your “leftovers” from there and then. If
you can look at the unfinished business of your past in an appropriate context — the
environment of your family of origin — your present and future experiences in life can be more
positive. You can be more in charge of your own life, less defeated by undesirable events, and
better able to create for yourself the kind of life you want.Think about how you feel when you visit
or phone your parents. Do you feel or act similarly to the way you did when you were living at
home? How long can you last before the old feelings start? Five minutes? An hour? Two days?
What happens to you when things start getting tense? If you can last more than three days
before acting or feeling like a 13-year-old again, you probably don’t need this book. Most adults,
however, tend to act in ways they wish were different. Some attempt to fit in as peacefully as
possible. They deny their own feelings, do what their parents want, and don’t rock the
boat.Others make a point of being the opposite of what their parents want and expect. They are
perpetual rebels.Some try to show their parents how they failed as parents and work on
improving them. Many just have as little to do with family as possible. They are emotionally
distant and rarely visit or communicate with their families.All of these ways of relating bear



testimony to the power of our families in our lives. Most of us have not learned how to be close to
these significant people while continuing to feel like our own persons. We find ourselves reacting
to them, rather than doing what would make sense to us in our most objective moments. Yet,
until you can be an independent adult with your family, it is unlikely you can be this way with
anyone else in an intimate relationship.The same issues end up getting dumped into new
intimate relationships: marriage (legal or common-law, same-sex or opposite-sex), children,
work, friendships. The extent to which a satisfying adult life can be established is dependent
upon how well you learn to deal with these forces in your family of origin.One way to do this is
through family of origin work. The goal of this work is to change your experience of yourself in
your family of origin and, by extension, in your present relationships.None of us really has a
choice about whether to deal with our families or not. Even choosing not to deal with them is a
way of dealing with them. You can’t be free of your early experiences by denying their
significance or ignoring them. Your early experiences are bound to repeat in your present life
with different characters and in different contexts.Doing family of origin work is one way to begin
changing this self-defeating pattern. Some people do this work with a counselor, or a family
therapist, but you can also do it on your own. In fact, people were using this approach long
before family therapists started taking credit for it. A natural part of becoming a mature adult is to
reassess the earlier relationships with family and make adjustments in them.Doing family of
origin work requires an understanding of how families function. Chapters 2 to 7 will help you with
this. Those chapters discuss specific family dynamics that you will want to examine in your own
situation. Throughout these chapters are questions and exercises for you to think about and do.
You don’t have to sit down and write out answers to the questions, but you will benefit most if you
read each one carefully and let it simmer in your mind as you read further. Do the exercises that
make sense to you in your situation and that you feel comfortable with.Understanding the
concepts and being able to identify the dynamics at work in your family are only the first steps.
This book is not intended to provide insight only into your family. For that insight to be
meaningful, you will have to change your behavior and way of being in your family of origin.
Chapter 8 gives you the instructions for doing the practical work. But don’t cheat and skip
straight to that chapter; it won’t make a lot of sense unless you know something about the theory
that comes first. Take your time and be patient. Once you have waded through all the theory, you
will be amazed at how well and simply it all fits together.Even those who have been out of touch
with their families for years can do this work; old relationships can be renewed. If your parents
are dead, friends or relatives can be contacted for information about your childhood
environment.People of any age can and do use this method for changing themselves, although it
is easiest for those who are at least in their late twenties. Younger people are often still trying to
get away physically and can’t yet handle the stickier emotional separation. However, no matter
what your age, dealing with your family of origin can be difficult, and you may find it easier if you
have some support. If you are fortunate enough to know a therapist who is familiar with family of
origin therapy, you would do well to use his or her services. Because family of origin work



requires you to do all the work, these therapists usually call themselves coaches. In fact, any
good listener who can provide the support you need and ask appropriate questions can be this
kind of coach. Sometimes a group of friends can provide this for each other in regular meetings
set up for this purpose.A spouse or lover does not make a good coach. Even the best of them
find it extremely difficult to remain neutral about family matters. Your spouse’s involvement can
only complicate things for you. Your coach must be able to ask you a lot of questions to help you
begin to think differently about your family. Spouses are more likely to tell you what to think
despite their best intentions.You also won’t get very far with this work if you do it with someone
(spouse or therapist) who believes that your parents are to blame for all your problems. You’ll just
end up feeling justified for your anger or hurt, or whatever your feelings are toward your family.
The point is for you to change — and you must do that by looking at your family in a different
light.One warning: Some people, who are deeply troubled or come from families with severe
emotional problems or a history of sexual abuse, should not attempt to do this work without
professional help. However, most average people with only the normal complement of problems
can do this work without involving a third party.In any case, there are two important things to
remember as you work your way through this book:(a) Keep the emphasis on yourself. Just as
no one else is able to make you change, you cannot make anyone else change. So don’t even
bother trying. (A nice side effect of your changes may be that other family members change in a
positive way, too, but that is not your goal.)(b) You need to be motivated. Do you really want to
change the way things are in your life right now? Doing family of origin work is hard work, and it
is not for everyone. It is not an easy-answer, quick-fix program. It requires a commitment of time,
energy, and thought, but the rewards are great for those who hang in there.The following story of
Sue and her family shows how effective family of origin therapy can be.ExampleSue was going
home for the first time in six years. She didn’t really want to make this trip, but she felt she
should. Her five younger brothers and sisters had let her know how hurt Mom and Dad were that
she never came to see them.Sue had left home at the age of 19, after the last of a long series of
fights with her parents that had gone on all through her adolescence. Both parents scorned her
“radical” political views, but Sue saw Dad as the primary problem and was quick to point out his
shortcomings as a parent. Dad demanded she give up her modern ideas and be a “woman” and
knuckle under the way his wife had. He did not hesitate to use his knuckles — and fists — to
keep the family in line. Sue was the only one who ever openly challenged him. She refused to be
controlled.After their last fight, Sue announced that she was leaving home. She still vividly
remembered walking out the door alone, carrying her own luggage. Dad, in the living room
reading the newspaper, barely looked up to say goodbye. Mother was crying in the kitchen, not
daring to risk the possible confrontation that might result if she were to see her daughter
off.There had been a few cards and brief phone calls since then, but nothing else. She knew her
parents would be waiting to see if she had changed. Sue realized she had done little since
leaving home that her parents would approve of. She had spent three unmotivated years in
college because she could think of nothing else to do. She began living with Steve, her



boyfriend, while he was still an art student, and when he graduated, they traveled in Europe for a
year. After returning they got married, but it was not a satisfying marriage for either of them. In
fact, this trip was a way to separate for a while — they had been arguing so much. She was
currently working part time at a low-paying job in a group home for teenagers hooked on drugs.
Steve worked occasionally as a freelance commercial artist but most of the time he
experimented with his painting.At the dinner table when Sue arrived home, her sister asked her
about her work and the conversation turned to teenagers and drugs. Mom tried unsuccessfully
to change the topic. Sue shared her sister’s beliefs about why teens got into trouble. She thought
they were victims of uncaring, authoritarian parents, a sick school system, and a corrupt
society.After trying to control his reactions, Dad was unable to keep quiet any longer. “Damn it,
you haven’t changed a bit! You’re still spouting your hippy-dippy, commie junk. You and your
worthless husband are wasting away your lives, living off society. Aren’t you ever going to grow
up?”Sue had hoped to avoid this, but she was not going to let him get away with that kind of
remark. She came back at him with her best attacks from the past, honed with more “evidence”
gathered over the past six years. The scene ended with Dad walking out, Mother going to the
kitchen, and the others quietly disappearing. Sitting alone at the table, Sue decided to go home
as soon as she could get a flight the next day.Four years later, Sue went home again. She had
changed her mind about never visiting again. In fact, she had made three short trips in the
previous two years. Her feelings about going home this time were much, much different.Shortly
after that disastrous trip four years earlier, her marriage became even more difficult. She and
Steve were ready to separate, but decided to seek marriage counseling first. As they discussed
their marriage with the therapist, both began to see how much their conflicts related to their
family backgrounds and the sensitivities developed in those earlier settings. Both were trying to
resolve in their marriage the issues that remained unresolved with their separate families of
origin.The therapist had asked how much they knew about their parents as people, not just as
parents, and what they knew about their parents’ own family background, childhood, and
parents.The therapist encouraged them to seek the answers from family members. After some
hesitation, they began to write letters and make phone calls to parents, brothers, sisters, aunts,
uncles, and grandparents, asking about the family. Slowly the pieces began to fit.In the process
of doing this, Steve and Sue’s relationship with each other began to change. They stopped
attacking each other every time they disagreed about something. There was less blame and
withdrawal. They still had conflicts, but they were able to think through positions and state them
more clearly, without reacting so strongly against each other.Each began to find more
meaningful direction in work and more satisfaction in life. Both felt they were finally growing
up.Sue’s experience with her family became more satisfying as well. She began to appreciate
them, and feel less shame and anger. She was more receptive to seeing what they had done for
her as parents. But more importantly, she began to see them more fully as people who had their
own problems.On her fourth trip home, Sue’s feelings were very different from that first return
trip. On the surface, things didn’t look too much different: Dad didn’t have much to say when he



picked her up at the airport; Mom still acted as if her life was relegated to the kitchen. But Sue
reacted differently. She told her dad the things about herself she wanted him to know and she no
longer felt angry at her mother for being so passive. When her dad disagreed with her and called
her the names that used to make her furious, she was able to stick up for her point of view
without lashing out at him in uncontrollable anger. Neither of them walked out on the other;
instead they “agreed to disagree.” At times, she wanted to say to him, “I love you,” but she didn’t
think either of them could handle that much closeness. At least not yet.There is nothing magical
about the changes that happened in Sue and her family. You can change your experience with
your family too. Going home again can help you to finally really leave home, which means
growing up emotionally. When you can be yourself in the difficult setting of your family of origin,
you can be yourself anywhere, and you will be better able to deal with current relationship
problems in a flexible and appropriate way.2Families Are Strange CreaturesThough in one
sense, our family was certainly a simple machine, as it consisted of a few wheels, yet there was
this much to be said for it, that these wheels were set in motion by so many different springs, and
acted one upon the other from such a variety of strange principles and impulses — that though it
was a simple machine, it had the honour and advantages of a complex one — and a number of
as odd movements within it, as ever were beheld in the inside of a Dutch silkmill.— Laurence
Sterne, The Life and Opinion of Tristram Shandy, 17621. The Hip Bone’s Connected To The
Thigh Bone — How Families WorkA family, as Sue found out the hard way, is not just a collection
of individuals who simply “do their own thing.” A family is more than the sum total of the persons
in it, just as the hand is more than the sum total of five fingers and a palm. Each finger on the
hand develops its own “personality” in relation to the rest of the hand. If one finger is lost, the
whole hand is affected and can no longer function as it has; each finger has to adjust to that loss
and learn some new functions.Families are the same way, but a lot more complicated than
fingers. Each family member develops a unique personality, but not in a vacuum. Your
personality developed in relation and response to the other personalities in your family. And all of
their personalities developed and changed in response to yours. Every member of a family,
whether it’s mother in the same room or great-uncle Henry who ran away to Australia 30 years
ago, affects every other family member in some way. Nothing happens in isolation in a family. If
one member of a family gets sick, the other members are affected and adjust to it in some way.
Then the sick member adjusts to their changes, which brings about further change. It can go on
and on, like a hanging mobile being blown and shifted by the wind. Every time one part of a
mobile adds or loses weight, or moves toward or away from the center of gravity, all the parts
hang off balance until the changed part returns to its original place or the other parts adjust
themselves.Every time a family member gets in trouble with the law, does well academically,
gets a promotion, has a baby, or is hospitalized, the rest of the family compensates. This
compensation happens whether the original change is good or bad. The change itself creates
the imbalance that causes other family members to scurry around trying to restore the
equilibrium.The ways individuals balance themselves or create imbalance in their family



determines the general health and happiness of all the family members.ExampleAs an adult,
Consuela was quite close to her mother. They talked on the phone or saw each other daily. After
her mother died, Consuela tried to rebalance her life by getting more involved with her 13-year-
old daughter, Maria. This increased closeness with Maria affected the family in a number of
ways. Consuela became even more remote from her husband, who was jealous of her
relationship with Maria; Maria became more distant from her 11-year-old sister; that sister
became jealous of mother and Maria’s relationship. At just the point in her life when Maria would
normally be shifting her allegiance from the family to her friends, she could not abandon mom.
She resented her mother’s dependence but felt guilty about her resentment so never expressed
it — even to herself. As a result, she got upset over little things and had stomach aches that her
doctor could not diagnose. He sent the family to a therapist, where the imbalances began to be
discussed openly.QUESTIONS1. What major changes have happened in your family of origin in
the last 20 years? What births, deaths, marriages, departures, or other changes in status
occurred?2. How did family members react to these changes?3. How have you or your brothers
and sisters been involved in these changes?The balancing and counterbalancing that goes on
in our families of origin affects us for our entire lives, even if we never have any contact with
family members after adolescence. Next to our biological drives, it is the single most powerful
influence on us. No one escapes its impact.In Consuela’s case, the death of her mother affected
the whole family in ways they would not have anticipated.Try this exercise to see how your family
mobile balances itself.YOUR FAMILY MOBILEEither change or stop doing one thing that you
normally do with or for someone you are emotionally close to. For example, if you normally kiss
your wife goodbye in the morning, or call your husband at work, or ask your son each day what
he did in school, don’t do it for two weeks.• What are your feelings as you think about changing
this one thing? How do you feel when you actually change your behavior?• How does the other
person react? If there is no overt reaction, are there any other changes in the person? What are
your reactions to the reactions?When two people get married, we tend to think of their
relationship as a separate entity. Their happiness and problems in living together seem to be
purely a product of their own personalities and entirely up to them. For example, we see only Joe
and Sara in this relationship, as in the diagram:However, the reality is much different. Any
marriage is merely a link-up of two mobiles. It may not look very romantic, but Joe’s and Sara’s
relationship actually looks like this:Joe and Sara became who they are as a result of their
experiences in their families. They are very much affected by what went on there and by how
their families dealt with the imbalances in their lives. Joe and Sara tend to see and evaluate each
other primarily in terms of their own family mobiles. Their self-expectations and expectations
about each other’s behavior come out of their family experiences. Their marriage is more than
the two of them coming together. It is two family mobiles bumping into each other.One example
of how this works shows up in their fights about money. “He is a spendthrift,” Sara says. “Money
burns a hole in his pocket.” She wants to put more money into a savings account. “She is too
tight with money and unable to enjoy it,” Joe says. “What’s the point of having it if you can’t enjoy



it?”The attitudes they have toward money, and saving and spending it, were shaped in their own
families of origin. They may be the same as or the opposite of their parents, but their attitudes
developed in response to their parents’ ideas about money. Sara’s parents, who barely made it
through the Great Depression emphasized the necessity of saving and Sara decided they were
right about it. Joe’s parents told him similar things, but placed more restrictions on his spending.
They called him irresponsible no matter how little he spent. Now, when Sara raises the issue of
Joe’s spending, it revives the battles he had with Mom and Dad. He responds to Sara just as he
did to his parents. Joe sees Sara’s statements about money through the filter of his own family
experiences. She does the same thing.QUESTIONS1. What are some of the conflicts you have
in your present intimate relationships that trouble you?2. Are you able to trace any of your
reactions to experiences or conflicts in your family of origin? For example, what is one upsetting
feeling you have when with a friend or spouse? Who in your family of origin could evoke a similar
feeling in you? What parallels are there between the two situations and the way you deal with
them emotionally?2. Eat Your Spinach — Rules In The FamilyEvery family, and every
relationship, has rules. Rules are a set of expectations about how people should conduct
themselves in various kinds of settings and circumstances. Rules say what is allowable and not
allowable. They also say what the consequences are when the rules are obeyed or
disobeyed.There are two kinds of rules — spoken and unspoken. Families develop many
different rules of each kind. The spoken rules are the easy ones. They include such things as:
“Don’t interrupt.” “Say please.” “Don’t play loud music.” Everyone in the family knows what these
rules are, and they can be openly talked about, perhaps even debated and changed.The
unspoken rules are a different story. They may be understood and even agreed upon by family
members, but they are not openly acknowledged or discussed. If mentioned, they may even be
denied by those who are the strongest believers. For example, in some families, it is not all right
to be angry, but it is acceptable to be depressed. No one would think of stating it this way, but the
rule is: When things don’t go your way, you cannot be angry, but you can be depressed.In other
families, fear is not allowed, or it is allowed only for the females. The rule is: When men in this
family feel scared, they are supposed to deny the fear, even to themselves, and act angry
instead.Sad feelings are not allowed in some families. The rule is: Always appear happy and
keep a stiff upper lip. This unspoken rule is being expressed when a crying child is told, “Look at
the bright side,” or “Don’t be a baby.”Arguing is not allowed in some families. Family members are
expected to be agreeable at all times. The rule is: If you get angry, go away until you have cooled
down and come back with a smile. In other families, conflict is the only acceptable way to relate.
The rule is: Arguments are better than being too cool and indifferent; you show you care by
fighting it out.QUESTIONS1. What were some of the openly acknowledged and spoken rules in
your family?2. What were some of the unspoken rules about having and expressing feelings?In
Joe and Sara’s fights over money, their different attitudes toward spending money is only part of
the problem. They each also learned different rules for dealing with conflict in their families of
origin.As it becomes clear to Sara that Joe doesn’t want to save, she gets more upset and



emotional. She is angry and hurt. She says, “You don’t care about our future.” This is upsetting
for Joe who isn’t used to such behavior in his family. He gets tense and attempts to calm her
down by saying things like, “Let’s talk about this when you’re calmer.” When that doesn’t work, he
refuses to talk to her at all and says, “You’re being crazy and irrational. I’ll talk to you when you
make sense.” Sara thinks he means that he’ll talk about it when she’s ready to come around to
his point of view. She then gets even more upset over both what she considers his
condescending style and his refusal to settle the issue with her. That’s when she starts to feel
like throwing things, and often does.In Joe’s family, conflicts were not argued emotionally. People
had a brief confrontation and then went to their separate corners until they could come out
smiling. The issue was rarely discussed again, and few clear, joint decisions were made. In
Sara’s family, when there was a conflict, people dealt with it then and there. After the shouting, it
was over, and people were friends again. Often, a decision was made at the end of it all.In this
case, Joe and Sara have different expectations about how they should deal with conflict. The
two family mobiles are crashing into each other. Joe thinks Sara is not living according to the
rules. “If she loved me, she wouldn’t shout at me. She’d be more considerate. Love is not getting
angry and shouting.”And Sara says to herself, “If he really loved me, he’d deal with my concerns
about this issue instead of ignoring me and putting me down. He’d be more considerate. Love is
letting your partner know how you feel, even if you have to shout.”Both think they are loving and
the other is unloving. Both think they handle conflicts correctly and the other doesn’t. Both think
the other is breaking the rules. They have assumed that they have the same definition of love
and that the other is purposely being hateful. This simple example shows what happens when
the unspoken rules are controlling behavior — no one really knows what’s going on.The basic
purpose of all these rules is to control the way people in the family relate. They keep things in
balance if everyone plays the game. Each person added to the family gets a lesson in the rules.
Children in the family learn them in two ways. One is by experiencing their own anxiety when a
rule is broken and the other is experiencing a parent’s anxiety.QUESTIONS1. What were the
spoken and unspoken rules in your family about handling differences and conflicts between
family members?2. Were there different conflict rules for different people or different sexes? Did
age affect the rules?3. Have you continued to have the same rules for conflict in your present
relationships, or have you changed them? Are your present rules just the reverse of the old
rules? Are they really new?4. What are the rules for conflict in your partner’s family of origin and
how do they conflict with your own?Anxiety is not a nice feeling. It is basically a fear of the
unknown, which is worse than an ordinary fear of some specific thing. Anxiety leaves you feeling
vulnerable and powerless. Most people, especially children, will do almost anything in order to
avoid it. So we all learn to behave in a certain way to avoid feeling anxious, even if that creates
other uncomfortable feelings. We will choose to feel depressed or paranoid, for example, rather
than to feel anxious. The person who can make you feel anxious is in control. Parents learn this
early in dealing with their children. When children break a rule (spoken or unspoken) parents
may use physical punishment, but the most effective punishment is the withdrawal of love (or the



threat of withdrawal). This punishment plays on the fear of abandonment that everyone has
when young. The threat of abandonment usually provokes enough anxiety that a child will
change in order to avoid it. A common example of this is when a father tells his two-year-old son
it is time to leave the park. The child says “no” and won’t move. The father could just pick up the
child and cart him off, but instead uses psychological force. He walks away and says, “Okay, you
stay here, I’m going.” After the father gets several yards away, the boy begins to follow.In different
guises, this same threat of abandonment is used to control many aspects of a child’s personality.
Because young children need their parents so much, they will suppress the parts of themselves
that the parents find objectionable rather than experience the anxiety. In effect, children say to
themselves, “I can’t make it on my own. I need my parents, so I better not do anything that will
lead to losing them.” This is how we learn that it’s often dangerous to be ourselves.Even if a
parent doesn’t use physical or psychological punishment when a child breaks a rule, the child
can learn about the rule because the parent becomes anxious. Young children have to be
extremely sensitive to anxiety in their parents for the sake of their own survival. Just as young
children keep tabs on the physical presence of their parents, they develop an awareness of their
emotional presence as well. They know, whether anyone says it or not, when a parent is upset.
Frequently, children feel responsible for their parents’ anxiety (of course, sometimes they are the
trigger for their parents’ anxiety). If a child has done something and the parent then feels uneasy,
the child will feel uneasy, too. If it happens often, the child will probably stop that behavior. The
child tries to be self-protective by following the rules and taking care of the
parent.QUESTIONS1. What happened to the level of anxiety in your family when unspoken rules
were broken? Who would begin to object, make an issue of the behavior, or become anxious?
For example, if anger was not acceptable, what would happen if someone began to openly
express anger in the family? How would it be controlled?
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Chris Sautter, “Best Therapy for Family Issues. I bought this book as a recommendation from my
counselor to help me work through some family issues. I was raised in a home very different
from the way that I have chosen to be as an adult and I was reflecting very poorly on my family
because of the way that they raised me. This book helped me to see my family members as well-
meaning and loving people doing the very best with the information that they had, in the context
of the society in which they grew up, and at the time in history that they found themselves in. I
cannot recommend this book enough! Buy one for yourself and anyone that you know that is
having difficulty with their family!”

Chouette, “An easy read for grappling with hard problems. This book is written in an easy-to-read
style, so if you're looking for a first-crack at Bowen family theory or Edwin H. Friedman's "Failure
of Nerve," this is a good place for a layperson to start.Richardson goes through how families link
on an emotional level in ways that might surprise readers (well, it surprised me, but then I've
been neglecting my reading on sociological/psychological/human behaviour). If you're going
through some family craziness, this book might be of help.Toward the end, Richardson
recommends a years-long process of interviewing family members in a non-confrontational way
so as to help the interviewer (you, presumably) understand how your family functions and how it
affects you. The interviews are not an attempt to 'fix' your family, but to fix you. It's a good idea,
because you are the only person you can really change. Others might follow suit, but that is up to
them.Would I go through that process? I'm not sure. I come from a geneologically obsessed
family, so I already have a good idea of the origins of my quirks, however, I tried out some of this
on a family member recently and got some very surprising and frank answers. It helped me
understand the dynamics from her end of the family a lot better, and with understanding comes
some compassion (instead of fear and annoyance) at the way another family member treats
others.Of particular interest is how our absent family members affect us - whether they are
absent because of estrangement, social distancing, death, adoption or abortion. Hey, no one is
going to want to admit the aborted baby affects their family dynamic, but believe me, the
absence of that nameless person is still felt, possibly more so because it came about by
someone's decision, not by the random-ness of accident or disease.And so, it's a good read, but
don't look for a cure-all. Richardson focuses more on your family as a book with un-ending
chapters to be read.”

Carl Cleveland, “Family System Intro. Richardson delivers exactly what he promises - a good
introduction to Family Systems in layperson terms. Do not expect that you can read this brief
work and become an expert on Family Systems or even make major changes in your own life by
reading this "Self-help guide" (or any other self-help guide for that matter). For that you will have
to do your own work with lots of introspection and for most more guidance and learning than this



book can provide, but it does deliver a very good introduction and gets you thinking about your
relationships in a new way.  Very good resource.”

K, “Self Help for Understanding Family System Theory. This is a great book to better understand
yourself and your family of origin. Each short chapter has questions for reflection. You will get out
of this book what you put into it. It takes time to write and reflect, but it’s worth the insights”

Rick Wallace, “Informative. Interesting to read. Gives clarity about family dynamics. I will need to
read it again to really focus on all the questions we must ask ourselves.  But a good read overall.”

jjzzcc, “Love It. I really enjoy reading this book, especially the exercises it offers. This book is
very easy to read, even for those who aren’t studying counseling or psychology”

Sarah PW, “Five Stars. A useful read.”

Rick Grundy, “good book. Really good book. You'll learn how to create a genogram, and how to
better understand yourself by reflecting on your family of origin. Take it slowly, and do the
exercises as best you can - they're sometimes really painful.Heads up, don't put yourself back
into harm's way by attempting to re-engage with abusive family members while you work through
this book. Just do your best.”

The book by Gary Ezzo has a rating of  5 out of 4.6. 195 people have provided feedback.
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