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INTRODUCTION

In 2011, as I was entering the last year of my PhD program in clinical psychology, I traveled to Turkey for an international conference. During a break, I roamed Istanbul’s incredible Spice Bazaar. As I took in the sights of beaded bracelets, sugar-covered Turkish delight, and more bins of sumac than I could have imagined, a seller stood at the edge of his shop, calling out to patrons, “Get your spices! Candy! A beautiful scarf for your mother-in-law!” His booming voice continued without any change in intonation as I locked eyes with him: “Perhaps some poison for your mother-in-law?”

My now-husband Greg and I were then dating long distance, and I was still some time away from having a mother-in-law myself, but I did already have individual and couple clients who were struggling with that relationship. There I was, halfway around the world, and still—across culture, religion, and time— people recognized that a mother-in-law can present one of the greatest challenges for a couple.

The challenging mother-in-law has long been a popular trope. Jennifer Lopez and Jane Fonda starred opposite each other in a popular movie called Monster-in-Law, in which Fonda fears losing her son to Lopez and intentionally creates problems in hopes of breaking them up. Taylor Swift had an international hit with “Anti-Hero,” in which she sings about a nightmare that her someday-daughter-in-law will kill her for her money. On social media, viral videos call out everything from “mammismo,” the intense bond between Italian mothers and sons, to “mother-in-law math,” the “unspoken rules” that mothers-in-law create to blame family problems on their daughters-in-law.1

Almost every day of my clinical practice, individuals and couples come to me in enormous distress over a tridirectional dynamic they have no idea how to navigate—one that is undermining their family and their marriage. Readers of my first book, I Didn’t Sign Up for This, message me in despair about the family they married into, while on my social media and Be Connected Digital platforms, people daily ask for help with a mother-in-law who doesn’t respect boundaries, makes divisive comments, or uses guilt trips and manipulation to get her needs met. My clients have no idea how to bridge the gap in generational parenting styles or how to deflect their mother-in-law’s criticisms. They don’t want to be the person responsible for communicating and connecting with their husband’s family of origin, especially when the role comes with vitriol or disrespect from a mother-in-law who doesn’t treat them as part of that family. Many feel completely overwhelmed making logistical decisions to accommodate their empty-nester mother-in-law while receiving no accommodations themselves as they parent small children.

These women are often boundary bosses in other areas of their life. They’ve navigated professional careers; they’ve developed a fairer division of labour in their marriages; they’re assertive and confident with their friends. But when it comes to their mother-in-law, they struggle.

The greatest challenge to creating change is the common misperception that the only options are victim and villain. That if the wife advocates for herself or her children, she’s becoming a villain toward her mother-in-law and her husband. Or that to appease others and keep the peace, the wife must be a constant victim, placating toxic cycles of guilt and gaslighting. Since neither of these positions feels good for the wife (or her husband and family), I guide my clients to use a different approach: my VAULT method. Instead of allowing you to end up stuck as the villain or victim, my system invites you, the daughter-in-law, to become your own main character and take a seat at the table, in a place that aligns with and prioritizes your marriage.

A caveat: This is not a book about vilifying the evil mother-in-law. There are many deeply meaningful relationships built between mothers-in-law and daughters-in-law, and the strategies you will learn in this book can strengthen a couple’s approach to navigating extended family. At the same time, I acknowledge that this dynamic is complex and requires an approach that examines the individual, the couple, and their family dynamics.

When I polled my online community, 85 percent of women said they have conflict with their partner about their mother-in-law. Couples come into my office heading toward divorce because they do not have a solution for navigating their mother-in-law problems.

I get where my clients and online community are coming from. I’ve been there with my own husband and mother-in-law. It has been a journey, but I can now say we are stronger as a couple and as a family (including both families of origin). We’ve had to sit in conversations that were filled with tension, looking at ourselves and our patterns, all with a deep desire to experience something different that felt better for us as a couple. This is hard work that we wouldn’t have been able to achieve without our commitment to ourselves and our marriage.

Yes, this dynamic is challenging. But if you face it as a team, you can strengthen your partnership and improve your interactions with your MIL. This work can be a path forward to greater connection with your husband and help you get your needs met as a member of this family. Instead of increasing conflict, you’ll learn how to increase connection while holding your boundaries and respecting your needs.

I promise, both things are possible.

DOING SOMETHING DIFFERENT

Over the next ten chapters, I’ll take you through my system to help address even the trickiest situations with your mother-in-law. Dysfunctional family patterns commonly occur without our awareness. They are repetitive and consistent. As is the case with many of my clients, your husband may not be aware of these cycles yet, which can make starting this work difficult— but not impossible. Every day I work with individuals and couples who are creating real change.

This book is divided into two parts. In part I, I identify the challenges unique to this triangle. Based on my years of clinical practice, I help you identify which style of daughter-in-law you are, which type of mother-in-law you’re dealing with, and how to take productive—not divisive—action. I outline common dysfunctional family patterns, including strategies your husband may be using that prevent him from seeing his mother’s behaviour for what it is. I also provide step-by-step instructions to help you and your husband get out of your negative communication cycles. By the end of part I, couples will have a blueprint for achieving greater intimacy and connection as they practice building a healthy new way of connecting: interdependence.

In part II, I teach you my five-step VAULT method chapter by chapter, empowering you with evidence-based psychotherapy interventions, behavioural and communication strategies, and organizational change principles. Why “VAULT”? A vault is strong, secure, and protective—just as a couple’s relationship must be. It represents an unshakable foundation of trust and mutual understanding. When a vault is intact, it keeps what matters most—love, connection, and shared values—protected from outside forces. Using the five steps, you and your spouse will identify your shared values, define the in-law relationships you aspire to, achieve a deeper understanding of your triangle dynamics, identify your limits and boundaries, and finally take action with all your new skills firmly in place. In the last chapter, I provide answers and scripts to the most common questions I get. By the end, you’ll be able to move past the victim/villain binary with a plan for creating lasting change with your MIL as part of your newly strengthened marriage.

A NOTE ABOUT HOW THIS BOOK IS WRITTEN

You’re going to meet several people throughout the following pages. These are composite characters created from the core experiences of my real-life clients’ stories. To ensure confidentiality, all identifying information has been changed, but their dynamics with their mothers-in-law, coping mechanisms, and relationship outcomes are preserved to show you how real people used these tools and strategies to make meaningful change.

Although this book is written for daughters-in-law dealing with mothers-in-law, the VAULT method is one that any couple can use with any extended family members. Perhaps you’re dealing with a problematic father-in-law or sister-in-law, or perhaps it’s your own mother you and your partner are struggling with. This book can still provide help.

I also want to note that I’ve written from my perspective as a heterosexual cisgender person, which also represents the majority of my clients. I don’t want to imply that the issues I focus on in the book are the same for every couple; sometimes dynamics that are common in straight relationships are not common in LGBTQ ones, and vice versa. While the specific gender-related issues presented in this book may not apply to everyone, the VAULT system can still offer valuable tools and resources for all.

And lastly, I will use the common acronyms MIL (mother-in-law) and DIL (daughter-in-law) throughout the book.

Let’s get started.






PART I


The Challenges
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Chapter 1

A SPECIAL KIND OF RELATIONSHIP

Becky and Cliff are at a standstill in my office—again. They’re a couple in their late thirties with two young kids, and Becky is insisting Cliff speak to his mother regarding her habit of constantly buying their kids gifts, especially items that Becky and Cliff have already vetoed. “We agreed no smartphone until high school,” Becky says. “And she knew that.”

Cliff sighs and looks at the ceiling. As he does this, I notice Becky’s eyes widen in frustration as she fumbles to find the words to speak up for herself. Cliff’s argument? His mother’s gifts are “well-intentioned.” Although Becky feels like this is something that only she and her husband are struggling with, it echoes a daily debate in my therapy room about control—who has it and who’s trying to seize it.

While Cliff is a willing partner in couples therapy, another client of mine, Helena, attends therapy alone because her husband, Shawn, doesn’t see the value. Shawn continues to tell her that she just needs to accept who his mother is because she’ll “never change”—meaning he won’t ask her to change. Even after an incident where his mother insisted that their six-week-old should be sleeping in his own room because she was against cosleeping. That particular conversation took a turn when Shawn’s mother said to Helena, “You’re going to make this whole family sick by continuing to share a bed.”

Shawn remained silent, unwilling to see his mother’s impact on his wife. Helena, however, boiled over. While their three-year-old cried to be picked up by her overwhelmed mother, Helena shouted at her mother-in-law to stop disrespecting her and leave their family home. Subsequently, Helena was overcome by feelings of shame for having shown this side of herself in front of her children, fury that her husband remained silent, and resentment that at some point her husband would invite his mother back into their home.

In my clinical practice, online programs, and interactions with friends and colleagues, one issue comes up more frequently than any other: unresolved mother-in-law conflict. With all the progress we’ve made toward healthier, more equitable marriages, you might think we should have moved past this age-old conflict between mother-in-law and daughter-in-law. I can definitively say that we have not.

In my clinical practice, I encounter women every single day who struggle to find solutions to dealing with their mother-in-law. I also receive an outpouring of comments and private messages from women in my online community, Be Connected Digital, anytime I talk about the mother-in-law dilemma. What is striking is that many of these women are assertive and confident in other roles. Many hold professional degrees. Many navigate the multiple demands required to raise young children. Many have built six-figure businesses. Yet some of the fiercest and most confident women struggle in their relationships with their mothers-in-law.

While the details of my clients’ stories vary, at the root of their issues is the same question: How do I keep our marriage strong and change this relationship with my mother-in-law?

THE MOTHER-SON RELATIONSHIP

Carly, a new mother attempting to cope with postpartum anxiety, came to me because she was having nightmares that her mother-in-law wanted to steal her baby. When I probed further, I discovered that her fears weren’t wholly irrational. Her mother-in-law regularly made comments like “You’re just a distraction to my son. You aren’t my grandson’s real family. My grandson’s real family is his father, his aunt, and me.”

I try to keep my emotions well hidden in session, but I could feel the anger rise in my throat. Carly’s nervous system was urging her to protect her child, and her unconscious mind was trying to work out how another woman could speak to her this way. Furthermore, her marriage was beginning to crumble, as whenever she approached her husband about her fears, he didn’t believe her and brushed her off.

Carly’s story is similar to those of many of my clients, and it told me clearly that this mother-in-law could not even begin to fathom the idea of healthy individuation between herself and her son or view her son as a separate autonomous being with his own family. Carly’s mother-in-law seemed to view her daughter-in-law as a threat to maintaining the family bond she wanted. But Carly felt stuck because she couldn’t simply end the relationship. After all, this was her husband’s mother.

Part of what makes the mother-in-law relationship so challenging to navigate is its unique characteristics within a family unit. The MIL is not part of the nuclear, or chosen, family and most often (in Western society) doesn’t live with the family or participate in their daily decision-making. Yet the MIL can wreak havoc on the couple’s relational bond and turn even the sturdiest marriages upside down. Unlike friends, colleagues, or that distant uncle, the MIL isn’t someone a couple can easily shut out of their life, nor might they want to. But a wrong move can result in hurt feelings and heated arguments. A rejected suggestion can trigger an onslaught of passive-aggressive comments and guilt trips. A boundary being set can unintentionally lead to an estrangement.

These experiences can all be heightened depending on whether your partner is able to step into your experience and understand what is happening from your perspective or is shutting down and unaware of the established patterns. When mother and adult child are highly fused, it can feel impossible to find a solution. For your husband, this is the woman who birthed him, who nurtured him from dependency into adulthood, who was there when he took his first steps and hugged him when he wasn’t picked for the soccer team. As a mother, I recognize that I am my son’s first relationship with a woman. A mother helps teach her child what it means to love, to share emotions and needs, to feel physically connected and safe with another person. This is a key relationship in a boy’s life.

But children grow up.

Working with couples clinically for nearly two decades, I notice that women often learn to individuate and set boundaries with their family of origin at an earlier age. It’s more acceptable for the “moody” teenage daughter to yell at her mother, tell her off, and say no. She rages against her mother, asserts her differences, or writes in her diary about how she’ll get away someday. Boys, however, tend to struggle with separation and boundary setting with their family.

One way I understand this is through attachment styles. People generally exhibit one of four attachment styles: anxious-preoccupied (characterized by fear of rejection and a need for constant reassurance), dismissive-avoidant (characterized by overvaluing independence and self-reliance), fearful-avoidant (characterized by a desire for deep closeness with a simultaneous fear of emotional intimacy), and secure (characterized by healthy interdependence and open communication). Research shows that rates of avoidant attachment style tend to be higher for men. On the positive side, this can make them resilient and good problem solvers. But they are also more likely to stuff down their feelings and not share their needs with significant others.

Another way I understand this is through societal messaging. Men are often taught from early infancy to pull up their socks and not vocalize painful emotions. I remember noticing that my son’s well-intentioned grandparents often told him to “brush it off” when he hurt himself. I was surprised two years later when my daughter joined the family and received messages of empathy and soothing in the same situations. This early messaging leads men not to express their emotions or share their needs. As a result, I tend to see men in later adulthood not only struggling to identify their moment-to-moment needs but also failing to say no and assert their wishes with their mother.

What does this look like for a man once a life partner enters the picture? He might simply ignore troublesome texts from his mother instead of responding to them and advocating for himself or his partner. Instead of asking questions when his mother guilt-trips him, he might leave the room or start looking at his phone. Instead of setting limits with his mother about what she does when caring for her grandkids, he’ll make excuses for her behaviour so he won’t have to say anything to her. While this avoidance may have worked well enough when he was single, he now has a front-row witness who is being profoundly affected by his inaction.

Somewhat paradoxically, just because someone exhibits avoidant behaviours doesn’t mean they’ve achieved a healthy independence from their family of origin. Although they may be self-sufficient adults, people who avoid thinking or talking about these issues can’t fully individuate from their families, and they continue to be fused to their parents. Emotional fusion may sound like it just means being really close to someone, but it’s actually the opposite of what we’re aiming for in healthy relationships.

A term from psychiatrist Dr. Murray Bowen’s family systems theory, fusion is the experience of abandoning our desires, wants, and needs in the hopes of pleasing, fixing, and placating others.1 An individual who’s fused with their parents experiences psychological enmeshment and codependency; their thoughts, feelings, and behaviours are entangled with those of their parents such that it is hard to see the individual “I.” While emotional fusion and codependency can offer a short-term sense of relief, in the long run, they end up creating more conflict and mental distress within the individual and the family system.

Instead of living in emotional fusion, we must work toward being healthily individuated, which means we can recognize that we have our own thoughts and feelings that are different from those of our family members and that we may choose to act in ways that they may not. Individuation means simultaneously holding two truths in mind: (1) I am okay as I am, and (2) you may not like who I am, and that is also okay. This approach meets a core need that we have in any relationship: to feel that our thoughts and emotions are considered and that we have power (over our own actions, not the other person’s). Individuation is a key piece to building interdependence in all relationships.

What is interdependence? Interdependence is the balance between autonomy and interconnectedness, which acknowledges that each person in a relationship has a separate identity, both of which must be valued and respected, while supporting each other’s needs. An interdependent relationship doesn’t involve power struggles or manipulation or trying to prove whose wishes are more important than whose. In a family system, it’s about co-creating a world together from a place that acknowledges that each person has their own thoughts, feelings, desires, opinions, and values, all while finding ways to prioritize connection, collaboration, and compromise.

VICTIM OR VILLAIN

To compound the challenges described above, four different dynamics are operating in any conflict with a mother-in-law: the relationship between mother and son, the relationship between mother-in-law and daughter-in-law, the relationship between husband and wife, and the couple’s relationship with the mother-in-law. As they try to navigate the complexities involved, women often fall prey to remaining in a binary role: They’re either the victim or the villain.

When a woman doesn’t stand up for herself, she feels like a victim, asking, “Why does my mother-in-law do this to me? And why can’t my husband see it?” Feeling powerless and stuck, she begins to buy into the narrative that her desires and boundaries do not matter. She maintains a “good girl” disposition and does not speak up for herself. Any sense of tension leads her to retract her wishes and placate her MIL, telling herself, “I should be grateful, she’s family. Many people wish they had family around.” However, this self-sacrifice creates more distress in the marriage, not less. A woman in the victim role stays stuck because she doesn’t have a way to find her own sense of agency in the triangle with her husband and his mother.

Eventually, in reaction to this loss of agency, some women try to make a change and stand up for themselves. But whether they calmly try to set boundaries or lash out in anger, they often end up feeling like—or being labeled as—the villain. A woman in the villain role will say things like “My MIL thinks I’m causing all these problems in her family,” “My MIL blames me for my husband not calling her,” or “I’m the scapegoat because I refuse to take my child to a family dinner with people swearing at each other.” The behaviour of both her MIL and her husband leads her to feel that she has no other choice than to be the “bad guy.” She ends up feeling like anything she says or does is wrong—but if she goes back to the role of victim, she doesn’t feel any better, and the conflicts with her MIL still aren’t resolved.

Within both the victim and villain roles, women often believe they’re doing what’s necessary to avoid damage to their marriage. Yet staying stuck in these roles, unable to resolve MIL-related conflicts, frequently leads to divorce.

I believe it doesn’t have to reach that point. You can find a clear path through this struggle, one that allows you to have a seat at the table and to form a solid team with your partner. My five-step VAULT method will help you pull yourself out of the victim/villain binary so you and your partner can create a stronger bond with each other and a united front in dealing with your MIL, while also appreciating the bond between mother and son.

THE SIX TYPES OF MOTHER-IN-LAW

After a decade of research as a clinical psychologist and nearly two decades of working with thousands of clients, I have come to notice repeated patterns that show up between my clients and their mothers-in-law in personality characteristics, communication habits, and behaviours. Based on these patterns, I have identified six types of mothers-in-law (which fall into three categories) and three styles of daughters-in-law.

Without understanding the type of MIL you have, you might be engaging in patterns of communication with your husband or MIL that are inadvertently creating more distress, defensiveness, and divisiveness. But the dynamic that unfolds between people is not static and can change. Awareness and understanding are always the first steps. Identifying your MIL’s traits and behaviours as well as your own will help you start to move through conflict and strengthen your relationship.

Broadly, the three categories of MILs are: Internalizers (those who focus on themselves), Externalizers (those who focus on criticizing their daughters-in-law), and Balancers (those who can see both their own and their DIL’s viewpoints). As you’ll see, each of these categories is further divided into two different types. Even if your MIL doesn’t fit neatly into a single type, reading through these categories helps you identify certain patterns your MIL embodies and how she interacts with her son and with you. These types are not a diagnosis but rather a way to understand themes of behaviour to help you navigate the complexities of this relationship.

Note that “narcissist” is not one of the types, though many of the behaviours described overlap with those of a narcissist— someone who guilt-trips you, lacks empathy, feels a baseless sense of envy or competition, puts you down, criticizes you, and plays the victim. While this label can be incredibly helpful for some, I often move away from it, as (a) people can exhibit some narcissistic behaviours without meeting the criteria for clinical narcissism, and (b) your husband could be deeply hurt by anyone labeling his mother as a narcissist, which will only make the overall problem harder to solve.

Now let’s dive into breaking down the different types of MILs, so we can start to identify ways of communicating and boundaries that will be more helpful.

THE INTERNALIZERS

The first category of mother-in-law we’ll look at is the Internalizers. These are MILs who are less focused on tearing down their daughters-in-law and more focused on themselves—but not in a healthy way. I divide this category into two types: the Martyr and the Victim.

The Martyr

The Martyr type of mother-in-law presents as dutiful and giving, with a bottomless bucket of care for her family. But her help isn’t given freely; it’s laden with guilt or obligation. In fact, although she seems to want approval, the Martyr often goes out of her way to put herself in situations where she’ll end up feeling unappreciated, because it confirms her view of herself as self-sacrificing. For example, she might offer to help with something but do it in a way that isn’t actually helpful or on a timeline that doesn’t work for you.

Becky’s MIL is a classic Martyr. She frequently agrees to watch her grandchildren but then complains to Becky and Cliff about how exhausted she is afterward. She chooses gifts that the couple has vetoed (such as smartphones), then feels upset that the kids aren’t using them. When Becky and Cliff aren’t available for Sunday night dinner, she sees them as ungrateful and cancels her visit to see the kids during the week. Yet it’s confusing to her when Becky turns down her offers of support, because how could someone not want her support?

The Martyr exudes passive-aggressive behaviour but can’t admit to it, which also contributes to her repressed resentment toward others. She might say things like “I try so hard, but I guess I can never get it right with you” or “After all I’ve done for you, I can’t believe you’d treat me this way.” Any attempt to rationalize with her will likely be met with denial and minimization of your experience. She will say things like “How could you think that?” or “I just want what’s best for the family”—seeing herself as a selfless do-gooder, when in fact she’s likely causing more problems than she’s solving. You might find yourself responding to the Martyr by giving in to her demands out of guilt, overexplaining your wants and needs to her, or trying to convince her how much you appreciate her.

The Victim

The Victim MIL experiences life as if everything is happening to her and believes she has no control over her choices. Unlike the Martyr, who believes her ongoing self-sacrifice goes unappreciated, the Victim simply feels like the outside world is a personal attack on her and that others are out to exploit her.

Julie and Damion are trying to navigate a Victim MIL. Damion’s mother feels everyone and everything is out to “pull her down,” from the contractor who didn’t finish the basement renovation to medical complications from an unmanaged chronic health condition to Damion’s father, who left the family decades ago. Of course, all these are unfortunate situations, but in her mind, they all happened to her without any recognition of her own participation or the actions she could take to make things better. She complains to Julie and Damion, which pulls on Damion’s inner desire to be a “good son” and care for his mother.

Because the Victim exerts so little agency in her life, other family members get sucked into the “rescuer” role, like Damion trying to alleviate his mother’s distress at all hours. Even those who don’t directly enable the drama often indirectly enable it by making excuses like “That’s just Mom. You know how she is.” All the while, other family members’ needs end up getting pushed to the side—especially the daughter-in-law’s. You might notice yourself responding to the Victim by trying to fix everything for her, giving her advice that inadvertently assumes she can’t make her own choices, or oversympathizing with her, which keeps her stuck in the role of the Victim.

THE EXTERNALIZERS

While Internalizers like the Martyr and the Victim consciously or unconsciously make everything about themselves, Externalizers focus on the actions of others—especially their daughters-in-law. This externalization usually takes the form of finding fault with others or telling them what to do, which is why I divide Externalizers into two types: the Blamer and the Controller.

The Blamer

True to her name, the Blamer MIL blames any difficulties she experiences on other people, and when it comes to family problems, that usually means her daughter-in-law. Instead of looking at dysfunction in her own behaviour or in the overall family dynamic, the Blamer uses her DIL as the scapegoat, saying things like “We didn’t have these problems before you.” In most cases, the problems were there before you joined the family, but they were easier to ignore when the relationship between mother and son was characterized by obedience, placation, or straight-up avoidance. When the Blamer’s son got married and that relationship dynamic shifted, she viewed it as the start of the problem. She might even view her son as “the golden child”—and her DIL as the “black sheep” who turned her son against her.

Helena’s MIL, for example, blames Helena for the missed dinners and family gatherings. She doesn’t believe her son would set boundaries like “Mom, we’re not bringing our four-week-old on a six-hour car drive to see you” if it weren’t for Helena’s influence.

A common toxic dynamic that shows up with the Blamer is triangulation. Instead of communicating directly with her DIL about an issue, she complains to her son, putting him in the middle of the conflict and trying to get him to side with her, like Helena’s MIL complaining to her son about how she didn’t think Helena was a competent mother. Or, conversely, instead of communicating with her son, the MIL complains to her DIL about something her son is doing or not doing. For example, Helena’s MIL asks her if her son is taking his vitamins and watching his diet, as if Helena were responsible for the health of her husband, a grown adult. In your dynamic with your Blamer MIL, without realizing it, you might respond to her with defensiveness, overapologize to her in order to sidestep conflict, or try to convince her of the validity of your wishes or actions (often to no avail).

The Controller

The Controller is always right. Unlike the Martyr, she doesn’t self-sacrifice or give up her own time to care for her grandchildren, but she is the first to criticize your parenting. Her backhanded remarks put you down without acknowledging that you have your own needs or desires that are different from hers. When trying to set boundaries, you end up in debates about parenting and overall life decisions in which she dismisses your viewpoint and tries to one-up you with her so-called expertise. She acts as if she knows better than you about everything, including your husband. She might say things like “This is how we do it in our family/culture” in an attempt to assert matriarchal dominance and strong-arm you into doing things her way.

Melanie’s MIL is a classic Controller. She arrives for nonnegotiable monthlong visits and insists on staying at their house, which is already crowded enough with three children. She only speaks Italian to her son and dictates all family plans over the holidays. When confronted with alternative ideas, she brushes them aside by saying that this is how things are done in her family. She tells everyone what to do, including Melanie’s kids, and judges Melanie’s parenting style at every turn, insisting her own parenting methods “worked just fine.” With the Controller MIL, it’s common for daughters-in-law to overexplain or overjustify themselves (which results in porous boundaries), to ask for permission unnecessarily, or to simply avoid conflict all together.

THE BALANCERS

Unlike Internalizers (who are all about themselves) and Externalizers (who are all about criticizing and controlling others), Balancers understand that both parties in a relationship have their own perspectives and needs. This is, of course, a much healthier attitude overall, but even so, problems can still present themselves, so it’s helpful to think about the dynamics in play.

The Distancer

Unlike with the types of mothers-in-law described above, you probably won’t be having much conflict with a Distancer—but you probably won’t have many positive interactions with her either. In fact, she is so absent from the relationship that you probably won’t interact with her much at all. When a family history of avoidance prevails in the mother-child relationship, the result can be a Distancer who remains more or less out of the picture once the adult child is with a partner.

For some daughters-in-law, this works fine, as they don’t long to have an involved parental figure. But others may wish they could rely on “one more parent” to support them, especially when they have kids of their own. For example, Jenny and Clay were focused on traveling in the early years of their relationship and didn’t see much need for his mother to be involved in their life. However, now that they have a child and busy entrepreneurial careers, they wish they had the proverbial village to rely on.

The Distancer may be open to establishing a closer relationship, but she may also understand that this is who she is and ask her child and his partner to accept that this is the role she would prefer to play in their life. When your MIL is a Distancer, you might end up personalizing her actions (or inactions), overextending yourself in an attempt to include her in your family, or avoiding contact because you assume she’s not interested at all.

The Supporter

One client, Jamila, described “hitting the lottery” with her mother-in-law. When she gave birth to her second child, her MIL was eager to jump in, caring for the home while Jamila juggled two kids under two. Her MIL would respectfully ask what she needed and ensure that Jamila knew what she was doing (unlike the Martyr, who does tasks to feel noble rather than to actually be helpful). When heated moments came up between Jamila and her husband, her MIL would provide a listening ear without interfering or taking sides.

Yes, this dream is possible! But all relationships require attention and communication to stay healthy. The challenge with the Supporter is that, on one hand, she might be so conscious of respecting boundaries that, in an effort not to intrude, she might become too removed. On the other hand, if she’s less conscious of boundaries and you set one, her feelings might be temporarily hurt. On your end, as you interact with the Supporter MIL, you might avoid asserting your desires or needs out of gratitude for her support, or you might assume your MIL is okay when she’s not, simply as a result of this dynamic with her. Jamila and her MIL are both learning how to co-create their relationship through clear communication. This also requires Jamila and her husband to talk about their needs and wishes ahead of spending time with his family. With this bit of effort, everyone involved is able to find a healthy balance.

WHAT STYLE OF DAUGHTER-IN-LAW ARE YOU?

Now that you’ve thought about what type of mother-in-law you have, it’s important to consider the traits and characteristics that you bring to the relationship as a daughter-in-law. We all bring perceptions, assumptions, and coping mechanisms into all our relationships, including those with our MILs. Identifying your strengths and challenges as a DIL empowers you to understand the behaviours or thought patterns that contribute to the dynamic with your MIL, including those that might be keeping you stuck. When we understand our own processes and tendencies, we are more able to respond to difficult situations in an intentional way rather than reacting from a triggered and emotional place.

Through working with people, I have noticed three distinct styles of DILs: Good Girls, Managers, and Collaborators. I want to emphasize the intentional use of the word style here. While you might identify predominantly with one style, these are not immutable personality traits, and you can learn to shift into a different style. (Your MIL can change her behaviour too, but you can’t change it for her, which is why I’ve used the word types for MILs.) The important thing is that by gaining an awareness of how you show up in your relationship with your MIL, you’ll be able to problem solve key parts of your own behaviour that might be getting in the way of a functional relationship.

I don’t say this to place blame on how you show up in the world. Whichever style of DIL you are, you doubtless have many strengths. It’s just that when it comes to creating healthy interdependent relationships, we want to ensure that we have access to many different approaches. Otherwise, it’s like having a toolbox that only contains a hammer; that works great sometimes, but we want to have other tools available to us when the situation calls for them. Learning about the different DIL styles will help you recognize a dynamic as it’s unfolding and give you a deeper sense of agency to change that dynamic when appropriate.

THE GOOD GIRL

Every summer, Lauren and her husband would pack up the kids and make the fourteen-hour drive to the cottage where they would stay with Lauren’s mother-in-law for four weeks. It was a lovely lake house, and Lauren knew it was what her MIL wanted. “It’s tradition,” she told me. “It’s just what we do in the family.” But as her story unfolded, it became apparent that this annual vacation was anything but relaxing. Between visits from neighbours she didn’t know well, vigilantly keeping her kids safe around water, and making sure her kids didn’t make a mess of the cottage’s expensive white decor, Lauren was tired, but she kept going in order to make her husband’s family happy. While her caring nature was admirable, she was sacrificing every single summer vacation, trying to convince herself that the exhaustion was just to be expected. Lauren was a classic Good Girl.

The Good Girl is favoured, as she easily says yes, responds to text messages, and makes plans with both sides of the family. She seems to effortlessly give and bend to the requests of others, particularly her MIL. Her caring disposition is a strength, one that is highly valued in society. Many women long to be seen and supported, especially by those of older generations, and Good Girls believe, consciously or not, that they can achieve this by performing the roles they’re expected to perform without complaint.

Good Girls’ tendency to say yes to any request stems from a desire to please, a need to receive external validation from others, and a deep-rooted fear of being unlovable. The internalized belief often sounds like “If others are happy and I am liked, then I am worthy and good enough.” Yet in working hard to please others, they often neglect to set any boundaries, readily agreeing to do things they actually can’t or don’t want to do.

The cost of the Good Girl’s self-denial is a slow, simmering resentment and a real potential for burnout. When we abandon our own desires in the service of others, anger, envy, or exhaustion can start to build. Some might feel a sense of being owed something in return for their agreeable disposition, and they get upset when the reward never comes. Others fall into feeling like a victim; they feel these experiences keep happening to them and they have no choice but to please others and say yes.

Good Girls often care deeply about the emotions of others, including their MILs. Lauren, for example, sensed the sadness and disappointment her MIL felt when they weren’t able to visit her, so she tried to overcompensate with longer visits to the lake house, even though those visits made her miserable. While the Good Girl’s empathy is admirable, she too often ignores her own feelings. Her porous boundaries lead her not to make space for her needs. I like to remind Good Girls that if someone isn’t communicating their needs, they’re abandoning themselves.

When dealing with her MIL and creating healthy boundaries alongside her partner, the Good Girl needs to stop seeking external validation and turn inward to give herself validation. Practice asking yourself if saying yes to something will make you happy in the long run or if it’s just less trouble in the short term. Exploring the true costs of abandoning yourself is key. I recommend practicing setting down others’ needs: Instead of juggling the balls that represent your MIL’s disappointment or upset feelings, let them drop to the ground, because they’re not your sole responsibility to carry.

THE MANAGER

Marta and her husband struggled with his mother’s dominating presence in their life. She always had something to say about their lifestyle choices, especially when they became parents. As the Manager style of daughter-in-law, Marta dealt with her MIL the same way she did most things in life: She vocalized every want and desire, held high standards, and clearly communicated how tasks should be completed. Marta was right to be angry at her MIL’s criticisms; however, her need for control made it so that trying to have a conversation with her MIL was like bringing hot and cold air together: A storm always followed.

Managers’ perfectionistic tendencies can be positive; they’re achievers and natural doers. True to their name, Managers can easily step into leadership and decision-making roles. But sometimes they might lean too far in and end up micromanaging. They have high expectations not just for themselves but also for others, and when people don’t meet their standards, it upsets them. They crave the certainty of being in control, but no one can be fully in control of other people or situations.

The Manager’s desire for certainty is a protective mechanism, a way to cope with challenging circumstances and the unknowns that life brings. It offers her relief from a general fear of failure or of things going awfully wrong—a pattern she likely learned in early childhood. But it can also make it hard for her to compromise. Unlike Good Girls, whose boundaries are overly flexible, Managers’ boundaries may be overly rigid. Marta, for example, had conflicts with her MIL over the regimented nap schedules she preferred for her kids, which her MIL didn’t see the benefits of.

In the extended family dynamic, the Manager often feels like the villain or is labeled the “bad guy” by her MIL. It’s not that she’s “bad” but rather that her difficulties tapping into a healthy sense of flexibility end up clashing with others’ sense of autonomy, triggering more tension. She can find it difficult to let others take the lead or to have patience while her husband finds his own assertiveness and starts to establish new patterns with his mother.

Managers may benefit from noticing when high rigidity heightens conflict instead of resolving it. It’s possible to loosen the reins in a way that doesn’t abandon your values and to work toward an inner sense of cohesion between your needs and others’. Sometimes it can be helpful to focus on the bigger picture instead of the minutiae.

THE COLLABORATOR

A classic Collaborator, Heather described herself as a family unifier and practiced balancing the needs of her kids, her husband, her mother-in-law, and herself. Heather had had many battles with her MIL, especially after her father-in-law died and her MIL transitioned to living with Heather and her husband in their family home. Yet despite the ruptures, Heather always worked toward repair, prioritizing her value of having her children be close with their grandmother.

A Collaborator is firm in her boundaries yet flexible when she needs to be, can hold a strong space for her MIL to play a role in her family life, and has built an interdependent relationship with both her husband and her MIL. She wants to share the experience of family and community. She is willing to identify what is most important to her while also seeing that she doesn’t need to have control over every aspect of the family.

You might read this section and think, “I tried to be a Collaborator, but my MIL made it too difficult.” I want to validate this. It’s entirely likely that you started out as a Collaborator, wanting to have an involved MIL, but over time, you might have been pulled into either the Good Girl or the Manager style. This doesn’t make you “bad”; it means you built adaptive strategies in response to the situation you were in—and you can always build new ones, which you’ll learn how to do in this book.

While the Collaborator has largely figured out how to navigate her MIL (and maybe even has a Balancer MIL), it is important for her to slow down and consider her own values. You might pause to reflect on what truly matters to you and spend more time fully exploring your needs. Do you easily give up the individual “I” in the service of the family unit? Depending on the context, this may or may not be serving you.

FINDING A NEW SYSTEM

No matter what type of mother-in-law you have, and no matter what style of daughter-in-law you are, you can make a change in the relationship between you, your husband, and his mother. You can have a positive relationship with your partner while navigating the dynamics with your MIL. You can have a seat at the table instead of feeling you have to play the victim or the villain. You can build a healthy, adaptive approach in which you and your partner become good communicators, feel like an aligned and connected team, and structure your relationship with his family so that it works for both of you.

Becky and Cliff, whom we met at the beginning of the chapter, worked alongside me in therapy, implementing the VAULT method I’ll outline in part II. Cliff opened up to seeing his mother’s comments in a new light, and even though Becky had to learn she couldn’t control her mother-in-law, Cliff’s newfound awareness increased his ability to empathize with and validate Becky’s reactions. They uncovered what was most important to them as a couple and agreed on various actions to address his mother’s behaviour. Cliff felt more empowered to set boundaries with his mother and to respond assertively to her claims of martyrdom. The couple felt like a team and was no longer stuck in their downward spiral of fighting over who was right and who was wrong. And this result also impacted their parenting positively: They found more moments of joy with their children, and their time spent with extended family was more harmonious.

This book will show you how to do the same.
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