GOING NO CONTACT

Understanding and LIVING through
Family Estrangement

MY INTRO: HOW | GOT INTERESTED IN THIS SUBJECT




Topics for today’s slides, videos and discussion

Defining “family estrangement”

Types of family estrangement

Different paths to parental estrangement

Common emotional reactions of estranged parents of adult children
Suggestions for parent healing and reconnecting by leading experts
New rules for parents to prevent or reduce parental estrangement

Common emotional reactions of adult children after they go no contact with
parents

Suggestions for adult children by leading experts
Brief summary of sibling estrangement - if time permits

Suggested videos, books, articles, podcasts, on-line forums & websites for
parents, adult children and adult siblings
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Please type questions in the Q&A and we will pause periodically to take a few.

Hopefully there will be time at the end to address any unanswered questions




What Is Family Estrangement?

What comes to your mind when you think of “Family Estrangement?”

m When at least one family member (the Estranger) significantly reduces
contact or requests no contact with one or more family members (the
Estrangee or Estrangees)

m It can happen gradually or suddenly, often blind-sighting the estrangee(s)
m Sometimes it’s not clear who is the estrangee and who is the estranger

m It is a process that involves emotional pain and challenges for the
estrangee(s), the estranger & the whole family system
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You may have your own ideas about what it is, but here is a formal definition and some
other facts




Different Types of Family Estrangement

m Parent/Grandparent estrangement: Adult children cut contact
between themselves and their parents or step-parents, sometimes not
allowing their children to have contact with their grandparents

m Sibling estrangement: Brothers/step-brothers and or Sisters/step-
sisters becoming estranged

Less common is when parents cut contact with their children

Extended relatives can also become estranged from each other
(aunts/uncles and nephews/nieces, grandparents and grandchildren,
cousins, etc.)
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-Today | will be focusing mostly on effects of parental estrangement on parents and on
those children who choose estrangement from parents

-1 will also focus more on what parents can do since the burden is often on them to
reconnect

-1 hope to have time to say a few words about sibling estrangement, which is also common,




A Continuum of Estrangement

Short-term Periodic Long-term Permanent
-Younger age of estranger -Restraining order/police involvement
-Told you not permanent -Told you it is permanent
-Less mental or personality disorder -Severe mental or personality disorder
- No or less severe addiction -Serious addiction issues
-Communication & access not blocked -Communication & access blocked
-Gifts & cards accepted -Gifts & cards returned
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This doesn’t mean that if you have the factors on the right that are associated with longer
or permanent estrangement, that there’s no hope as people and circumstances can always
change and wherever there’s life, there’s hope

-But thinikng about these factors may help you adjust your expectations to decide how
much focus and energy to put on reconciliation and how much to focus on acceptance and
getting on with your life

-One expert says that if you are getting the behavior on the right, you should stop trying to
contact them




Family Estrangement as a “Silent Epidemic”

m A 2015 study found that over 40% of Americans reported estrangement from a family
member at one point in their lives

m A Cornell University study found 33% of Americans are estranged from a family member
m  25% of American adults report estrangement from parents for some period of time

m In Coleman’s survey of 1600 estranged parents, 75% became estranged from an adult
child after getting divorced (mostly fathers of daughters)

m  25% of fathers are estranged from an adult child
m Studies show a range of 6-15% of mothers are estranged from an adult child
m A 2025 U.S. survey found 25% of American adults reported being estranged from a sibling

m A German study found 30% of siblings reported a period of estrangement
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-In large British study, adult children wished fathers they estranged were more positive,
unconditionally love, emotionally close, willing to stand up to other offensive FMs, more
interested in them

-They wished the mothers they estranged were more loving, more respectful, less
judgmental and critical, more able to recognize their hurtful behavior

-When parents cut contact, it is often due to the adult child’s severe mental illness or
personality disorder or addiction issues




Oprah Explores the Rising Trend of Going
No Contact with Your Family - YouTube
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Beginning to :45 to 14:10




The Many Paths to Family Estrangement

m  Societal Shifts over last few decades:

Divorce and/or remarriage of parents

[e]

Parents must now earn respect

m  Parental alienation o Higher standards for parents
m Difficult daughter-in-law or son-in-law (“cult o Higher standards for children’s achievement
of one o More “helicopter parenting”
m  Pro-estran gement therapists o Divorce & “gray divorce” more acceptable
i o  Mobile phones
m  Other pro-estrangement influencers o The internet
m  Criticizing child’s choices, values & lifestyle o Social media & influencers
(politics, gender, sexuality) o  Chosen family is emphasized
m Parental favortism (real or perceived) S et S O e
m  Mental health or personality disorders in o  Therapists & influencers promote estrangement
the child or parent(s) o  Estrangement is seen as courageous & healthy
. A Artificial intelligence
m Substance use disorders or other addictions © fclal Intelligence
in the child or parent(s) o Increased cost of living
. , . o o  Political polarization & uncertainty
m  Child can't feel like a separate adult while in ALMOST EVERYONE IS STRESSED OUT!
contact with parent
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| put this all on one page so you get the point that there are many paths and many are due
to the societal shifts that are stressing us all out!




Common reactions to being told by a
loved one - I’'m cutting contact with you

Feeling numb, dazed, detached
Intrusive thoughts & ruminations
Reliving events (flashbacks)
Disturbing dreams

Avoiding people or situations that remind you or trigger envy

Not participating in previously enjoyed activities

If these reactions continue longer than a month, you might be developing
Post-traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD). Consider talking to a specialized therapist.

Seeking a trusted, non-judgmental person can be helpful even sooner.
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We will be talking about ways to manage these normal reactions to what some call betrayal
trauma




Suggestions for Parents by Tina Gilbertson, author of
Reconnecting with Your Estranged Adult Child & Podcaster

m  Step 1: REST & RECOVER from the Shock & Trauma (Counter-Intuitive):

o Stop and breathe, slow down, try to calm your nervous system (slow breathing, progressive
muscle relaxation, mindfulness, meditation, prayer, movement, therapy)

o Tolerate your impulses to make contact, and DON'T act on them till Step 3
o You can let your child know you need time to absorb what they said
m  Step 2: RESEARCH & REVIEW
o Learn new things & think about old things in new ways (books, videos, therapy)
o Reflect on why your child chose estrangement, even if it means guessing
o Address issues you have control over - to prepare for reconnection
m  Step 3: REPAIR & RECONNECT (Final 10%)
o Reach out with a skillful “letter of amends” to apologize for your hurtful behavior
o Practice listening and validation skills (name their feelings and why they makes sense)
o Share your process of change - if they are interested

POSSIBLE RECONCILIATION
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This is counterintuitive; Your body is in fight or flight mode and wants to do something,
but in this high state of arousal, our Judgement, impulse control and empathy are
impaired

We need to rest and recover first and it may take time before we are calm enough to act
wisely

We know we are ready to move to stage 2 when we no longer feel the desperation and
impulse to act, and want to stay where you are

Step 3 should be 10% of the process, Steps 1 and 2 should be 90% and take time! If you
started with Step 3 or 2, you can back up
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Avoiding 3 Common Traps
by Tina Gilbertson

1. Believing “I've already done that and it didn’t work.”
Ask, How do | know it didn’t work? Why didn’t it work?

2. Rushing to reconnect.
The loss you fear has already happened. Slow down and prepare.

3. Telling your adult child what you are working on prematurely.
Wait till you can really show how you have changed.
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Avoid adding regret to grief. She has counseled estranged parents for years and says she
has learned that these are 3 common mistakes that are very tempting to make so she calls
them traps
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Suggestions for Rest & Recovery by Sheri McGregor,
Author of Done with the Crying

m THE INITIAL SHOCK or “EARLY DAZE”

o Write a few words to describe the experience of your shock, pain, sense of
betrayal. For example:

“He might as well have stabbed me in the heart.”
“I feel like my legs have been blown off.”
“I'm always on edge, just one step away from falling.”

o Read back what you wrote. What are the clues about how the estrangement is
being experienced and what you need to do?

o Then write thoughts about what you can do to help yourself cope based on
what you wrote and the clues about what to do.

“I need to take care of my physical health.”
“I need to find the support to get going again.”
“I need to take steps away from falling back into the pit.”
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Sheri based these suggestions on her personal experience of being a life coach whose
adult son cut contact right before his wedding. She then created a website, podcast and
surveyed 9000 mothers who had experienced estrangement, then wrote a book

She really gets specific about ways to manage the initial shock and wave of emotions
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Suggestions for Mothers by Sheri McGregor,
Author of Done with the Crying

m START THE HEALING PROCESS
o Acknowledge the depth of your pain

o Tell yourself that healing will take time

o Accept your emotions as both common and unique to your situation
m COPE MINDFULLY - CHOOSE TIMES TO BE IN THE PRESENT

o

O O O O

Focus on something in the present

Notice intrusive thoughts about the past or future

Notice how they affect your emotions and bodily reactions

Use your breath to re-anchor yourself and return to the present

Create new routines for times when negative thoughts come more often
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= She really focuses on ways to get your mind off the past and the future and reconnect
with yourself in the present
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Suggestions for Mothers by Sheri McGregor,
Author of Done with the Crying

m BE KIND TO YOURSELF

O

O O O O

Don’t push yourself too hard

Focus on what you can control rather than worry about outcomes you can’t
Accept that your child’s consequences, regret or guilt is their responsibility
Accept all your emotions

Remember that forward momentum is aided by well thought-out, careful action...

m  DON'T ACT HASTILY - PAUSE & REFLECT

o

What decisions should you put off?

o What decisions should you rethink entirely?
o How might others be affected by your decisions?
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= Studies show that when rejected, people will do anything to be accepted, even if it
means complying, obeying, or cooperating, even to an unhealthy or unsafe degree
= There’s a sense of desperation that we have to manage and not react to hastily
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Suggestions for Mothers by Sheri McGregor,
Author of Done with the Crying

m FROM RUMINATION TO A POSITIVE OUTLOOK

1.

2.

3

SIS

Write down your negative thoughts over the course of a few weeks
“I'll never get over this.” “Nobody understands.”

Read this list and make a new list of negative adjectives to describe your
emotional state based on this list (vulnerable, preoccupied)

When ready, list the adjectives for how you want to be / who you used to be

NEGATIVE \ POSITVE (The Real Me)
Vulnerable | can be resilient
Preoccupied | can be present

Put the second list somewhere you will see it regularly. Read it to yourself daily.

Add to this Positive Affirmation List positive statements that challenge your
negative thoughts “I will get over this.” “I will confide in people who understand.”
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When driving and getting lost, it first takes noticing we’re lost before we can find our

way back

Rumination or spiraling downward with negative thoughts is associated with High BP,

binge drinking & overeating
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Suggestions for Mothers by Sheri McGregor,
Author of Done with the Crying

m FROM “WHY?”
o Settle on an answer to WHY? that will help you resume living

m  TO “WHAT NOW?” - FOCUS ON THE GOOD YOU DID
o Make a list of the good things you did for this person(s)
o Talk to those who witnessed and can remind you of the good you did

o Consider looking at old photos (even if it's hard) to remind you that there were
many positive things you did as a parent
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= Qur brains need to make sense of things so we can figure out what to do to go on living
= So she recommends making up an answer to why so you can focus on What NOW?

16



Suggestions for Mothers by Sheri McGregor,
Author of Done with the Crying
m COPING WITH UNEXPECTED TRIGGERS - The ABC’s

o Awareness that you're being triggered
o Breathing slowly

o Controlling your reactions with calming, empowering self-talk & positive distractions

m  PLANNING FOR EXPECTED TRIGGERS

Plan to be with a trusted friend or ask them to be available

Think of an uplifting phrase or song. Say or sing it to yourself
Don’t expect yourself to do really hard tasks. Take a vacation day
Do something pleasant or mildly productive

Create new traditions to mark special events

o O O O O
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Mother’s Day, Father’s Day, birthdays, holidays, weddings, funerals are examples.
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Suggestions for Mothers by Sheri McGregor,
Author of Done with the Crying

m  FINDING THE RIGHT SUPPORT FOR YOU
o On-line forums www.rejectedparents.com
Support groups
Friends: How honest to be, dealing with envy of them or their unhelpful comments
Faith-based support or religious teachings

Spiritual practices: prayer, yoga, mindfulness, meditation
Books and videos

Individual, couples or family therapy:

-Choose a therapist with estrangement knowledge & experience (if possible)
-Prepare a short script for your first call with 2-3 therapists

-Set Specific, Meaningful, Attainable, Realistic & Timely (S.M.A.R.T.) goals
-Be careful about how much you’re willing to compromise for reconciliation

O O O O O O
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= OF THE 9000 PARENTS IN HER SURVEY WHO WENT TO THERAPY, HERE’S WHAT THEY
SAID ABOUT HOW MUCH IT HELPED:

= 25% Reported entirely pos results
= 46% reported some or little help
= 29% said it made them or the situation worse

P. 101 for sample script to use when calling a therapist for the first time

How long have you been in practice?

What experience have you had in working with parents whose adult children have
estranged them?

How do you work: Virtual, office, both, availability, fees, insurance

Do you think you can help me/us?
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Rules for Parents to Prevent or Reduce

Estrangement by Joshua Coleman, Author of Rules of

Estrangement & When Parents Hurt

1. Your adult child has more power than you - because they are willing to walk away.
Create an environment of growth & happiness, not duty, obligation or debt.

Your adult child gets to have their own story about how you performed as a parent.
Guilt trips and criticisms don’t work. Empathy, validation, humility & self-awareness do.

Financial/emotional investment in your child doesn’t entitle you to more contact or
affection than they want to give,

Doing a better job than your parents doesn’t mean your adult child should forgive and
forget about how they felt hurt by you.

7. Criticizing or trying to control your child’s choice of romantic partner, spouse, therapist,
gender, sexual identity, or political beliefs increases the risk of estrangement.

8. If reconciliation is what you want, you must learn to accept all of the unfairness!

o & WD

22
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What | like about Dr. Coleman is that he has translated his personal and professional
experience into hard truths, telling it like it is, to help parents get past their common and
understandable beliefs and temptations that can make things worse
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"5 Most Common Mistakes of Estranged/Alienated
Parents-How to Heal Them" Dr. Joshua Coleman

Wi Adali Clikiren Ciet Tins

Blovw w0 Fleal the Conilicr

Joshua Coleman vin
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-WARN THAT THIS WILL OPEN WITH AN AD
-Video clip about accepting unfairness 3:49-10:03, ending with it’s a one-way street
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Benefits of writing an effective
“Letter of Amends” by Joshua Coleman

To the Estranger To the Estrangee
m Feeling cared about m Reduces guilt or shame
m Feeling more trust m Improves self-compassion
m Makes reconnection & m Increases self-forgiveness

reconciliation feel safer — FEdees aEen

m Role models a healthy way to

face our flaws and mistakes m Offers hope
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Dr. Coleman recommends writing a letter of amends as soon as you can get yourself to
follow his guidelines rather than writing to defend and explain yourself, or express your
feelings to them
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What should be in your “letter of amends?”
IF you don’t know why they cut contact

by Joshua Coleman

m I’'m writing to see if it’s possible to open a dialogue with you.

m | know you wouldn’t have cut contact if it wasn’t the healthiest thing to do.
m | don’t completely understand yet, but | really want to!

m Itis probably because of my blind spots that | don’t understand.

m  Would you feel comfortable writing or telling me your thoughts and feelings that led
you to cut contact?

m [ promise to read it (or listen) with the purpose of understanding and not defending
myself.
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What should be in your “letter of amends?”
IF told no contact and why

by Joshua Coleman

I know you requested no contact, and going forward | will respect that.

I just want to see if it’s possible to open a dialogue with you.

I know you wouldn’t be doing this if it wasn’t the healthiest thing for you to do.
I know that | need to change _____that has hurt you.

If there are other things you want me to work on, | am happy to do that, even with
the help of a therapist

m And if at some point, you would be willing to do family therapy, | would be willing to
do that as well.

m Thank you for letting me know how you feel.
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Example of an Effective Amends Letter

Dear Monica,

I am so sorry for the ways | let you down as a parent! | know that | was harsh in many
ways, and that was very hurtful to you and affected you deeply. | can understand why
this behavior makes it harder for you to spend time with me. It’s also true that | was
preoccupied in many ways when you were young and | wasn’t involved in ways that
would have been important to you. I’'m so glad you let me know how you feel! | know you
would not have cut contact if it wasn’t the healthiest thing for you. | do love you very
much and | hope | can make it up to you if and when you are ready to talk.

Love & Regrets,

Mom

Edie Mannion, LMFT DBT of Greater Philadelphia. www.dbtphila.org 24

This letter is based on the parent being told they were harsh and neglectful to the child
when they were young
-Consider reading the bad letter sample




Common mistakes to avoid in your
“letter of amends” by Joshua Coleman

Not going far enough in naming your hurtful behavior
Defending your hurtful behavior

Inadvertently blaming the other person

Blaming others

Giving up if no response - instead of reaching out in 2 months
to see if they have reviewed it, acknowledging you may have
left out important items
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Example of a problematic amends Letter

Dear Monica,

Sorry you think | wasn’t a good parent. | really tried to be the best one I could. Given
what | grew up with, | always felt | did a good job. It was hard raising you as a single
mom without your dad to help and not much money. | guess | could have tried harder to
be more patient, but | did and do love you.

I tried my best and | hope that counts for something!
Love,
Mom
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This letter might work for an estranged friend, but not good enough for an adult child
What do you notice?

Defensiveness?

Not validating daughter’s perspective

Subtly shifting blame to Monica’s dad?

Not going far enough in naming the hurtful behavior

26



"Handling Disrespect and Abuse From Your
Adult Alienated Child" Dr. Joshua Coleman

Edie Mannion, LMFT DBT of Greater Philadelphia. www.dbtphila.org
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Making an Effective Apology

Video:
Do’s Dont’s
m Acknowledge & take responsibility for 2p 8
your specific actions that hurt the other . %_r;/’;jsuks"[/:/f%yy)(/)&rl 3?3%\)”” (unless
m Express empathy for it felt to the other m Don’t make it about you and your

guilt. (This puts them in the
position of comforting you and
m Say what you are working on to prevent makes the apology look self-

it from happening again serving)

m Follow through. Action speaks louder " %Virgﬁr}twguwg’ltrﬁglveelggggr

than words! ___ifyou hadn’t done ___.

m Be open to their corrections
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* Here’s a video and some points about effective apologizing, which is consistent with Dr.
Coleman’s guidelines for the letter of amends

* Verbal apologizing is a bit riskier than a letter because you may get triggered and not
follow the guidelines




Suggestions for Adult Children by Sherrie Campbell,
Author of But It’s Your Family, Adult Survivors of Toxic Family
Members, & Adult Survivors of Emotionally Abusive Parents

FEEL, DEAL, HEAL:

m FEEL your emotional reactions (confusion, relief, self-doubt, grief, fear, shame, envy)
m DEAL by listening to yourself/learning (journaling, reading, therapy, support groups)

m HEAL by recovering your true self, learning new healthy habits and decide whether
resuming contact is healthy for you

o Deciding if you are ready to try and under what conditions
o Inviting the person(s) to therapy with a specialized therapist
o Deciding to stay out of contact or just attend certain family events
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-The decision to go “no contact” is often a process, with a final event or “last straw”
-Dr. Campbell’s She specializes in helping adult children who truly felt abused, emotionally,
physically and/or sexually by their parents to cut contact when their requests for change

are not heeded

-She boils it down to this 3-step process
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Becoming
unstoppable
after toxic family

— YouTube
,_ o with Sherrie
S”o whenyou mentioned that voTJ're me too. § - . Ca m p be I I
&5 ,
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* Here’s an interview with Dr. McGregor where she shares her personal experience and
recommendations
* Start at 1:10 and end at 14:10, ending with | am her leader and she is my gift
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Paths to adult sibling estrangement

Caregiving and health decisions for aging parents

Dividing estates and inheritance issues

Parental favoring of one child over others (real or imagined)

Intense sibling rivalry

Taking sides when there are other family estrangements

Mental health or substance abuse challenges in one or both siblings
One sibling not feeling emotionally or physically safe from another
Geographic distance

Parental manipulation that divides siblings

Broader communication problems in the family
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Fallout from adult sibling estrangement

m Loss of a person who has known you the longest

m Loss of a person who shares early memories of you or your family

m The unresolved grief of “mourning the living” (ambiguous loss)

m Ripple effects on the rest of the family system (parents, grandparents, cousins, etc.)
m Both feeling a sense of failure

m  Not being able to see parents or other relatives when the other sibling is present

m  Getting cut off from family events

m Feeling judged or stigmatized by family or friends who take sides
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Healing adult sibling estrangement

m Siblings who want to reconnect can try:

o

O O O O

Seeking to understand each other and what happened
Acknowledging the other sibling’s perspective even if you don’t agree
Taking responsibility for your role in the problems between you
Apologizing effectively for how your behavior hurt the other sibling
Considering writing an effective letter of amends

Showing vulnerability and openness

m  Support groups and online forums

m  Family therapy - with a specialized therapist
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Books/Articles for Estranged Parents

Done With The Crying: Help and Healing for Mothers of Estranged Adult Children:
McGregor M.A., Sheri: 9780997352207: Amazon.com: Books

Beyond Done With The Crying: More Answers and Advice for Parents of Estranged
Adult Children: McGregor, Sheri: 9780997352252: Amazon.com: Books

Rules of Estrangement: Why Adult Children Cut Ties & How to Heal the Conflict:
Coleman PhD, Joshua: 9780593136881: Amazon.com: Books

When Parents Hurt: Compassionate Strategies When You and Your Grown Child Don't
Get Along: Coleman PhD, Joshua: 9780061148439: Amazon.com: Books

Reconnecting with Your Estranged Adult Child: Practical Tips and Tools to Heal Your
Relationship: Gilbertson, Tina: 9781608686582: Amazon.com: Books

Family Estrangement for Parents: Healing, Understanding, and Reconnecting with
Estranged Adult Children: Colewood, Marian E.: 9798277681503: Amazon.com: Books

Coping with a Narcissist Daughter-in-Law: Family Strategies

12 Ways To Improve Emotional Intelligence
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Books for Adult Children

Amazon.com: But It's Your Family...: Cutting Ties with Toxic Family Members and Loving
Yourself in the Aftermath: 9781642790993: Campbell, Dr. Sherrie: Books

Adult Survivors of Toxic Family Members: Tools to Maintain Boundaries, Deal with
Criticism, and Heal from Shame After Ties Have Been Cut: Campbell PhD, Sherrie,
Behary LCSW, Wendy T.: 9781684039289: Amazon.com: Books

Adult Survivors of Emotionally Abusive Parents: How to Heal, Cultivate Emotional
Resilience, and Build the Life and Love You Deserve: Campbell PhD, Sherrie:
9781648482632: Amazon.com: Books

Toxic Parents: Overcoming Their Hurtful Legacy and Reclaiming Your Life: Susan Forward,
Craig Buck: 8580001051819: Amazon.com: Books

Recovering from Emotionally Immature Parents: Practical Tools to Establish Boundaries
and Reclaim Your Emotional Autonomy: Gibson , Lindsay C.: 9781684032525:
Amazon.com: Books

Nedra Glover Tawwab 3 Books Collection Set (Drama Free, Set Boundaries, Find Peace,
The Set Boundaries Workbook): Nedra Glover Tawwab: 9789124355296: Amazon.com:
Books
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Books/Articles for Adult Siblings

Sibling Estrangement: The Rejected Sibling’s Guide to Healing Trauma, Setting
Boundaries, and Recovering from a Dysfunctional Family: Brooks, Elena R.:
9798278561743: Amazon.com: Books

Toxic Siblings: An Adult Survivor’s Guide to Setting Boundaries with Toxic Family
Members and Choosing Peace: Holloway, Claire R.: 9798279036400: Amazon.com:
Books

The Sibling Estrangement Journal: A guided exploration of your experience through
writing: Chapman, Fern Schumer: 9798987259702: Amazon.com: Books

Why Can't We Get Along?: Healing Adult Sibling Relationships: Goldenthal, Peter:
9780471388425: Amazon.com: Books

When Siblings Go ‘No Contact’ - The New York Times
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Other Resources

m  ON-LINE FORUMS & PODCASTS:

o

O O O O

= WEBSITES WITH FEE-FOR-SERVICE CONSULTATION/THERAPY BY EXPERTS
o

o
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