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Advance Praise for Jane Adams’s When Our Grown Kids Disappoint Us

—M. Scott Peck, M.D., author of The Road Less Traveled

“This book fills a vacuum so wide and deep that even just the title can offer hope to millions of parents who have a desperate need for it! Jane Adams’s empathy, understanding, and insight is evident on every page.”

—Judith Viorst, author of Grown-Up Marriage

“Any parent dealing with difficult or disappointing adult children will feel profoundly understood and comforted by Jane Adams—s wise words. Better still, her book offers practical guidance on how, when, and why parents should lovingly but firmly disconnect from their grown kids and reclaim their own lives.”

—Ann Rule, author of Every Breath You Take

“When Our Grown Children Disappoint Us is balm to a whole generation of heartsick parents who followed Dr. Spock’s edict that we must accept everything thrown at us by our beloved offspring so that THEY are happy and secure. Heaven knows we wanted the best for those precious infants born in the fifties, sixties, and seventies—only to be baffled by their inability as adults to get a grip on life. Guilt is the constant companion of aging parents who would like, now, simply to ‘have a life.’ Ten pages of this wonderful book by Jane Adams will drop your blood pressure 20 points and remind you that it’s your turn now. This is, indeed, a very important book! It will remind you that you are NOT alone.”



—Pepper Schwartz, Ph.D., author of Everything You Know About Love and Sex Is Wrong and Professor of Sociology, University of Washington

“Leave it to Jane Adams to make us face up to our deepest family secrets about a common outcome of family life we’d prefer to deny: that sometimes our adult children break our hearts. Read this groundbreaking book about the next phase of baby-boomer parenting, know that you are not alone, and draw comfort from its message—you can find joy and hope in family life even when it doesn’t turn out the way you’d hoped it would.”

—Edward Hallowell, M.D., author of The Childhood Roots of Adult Happiness and instructor at the Harvard Medical School

“When Our Grown Kids Disappoint Us is groundbreaking, courageous, practical, sympathetic, wise, and concise. Jane Adams offers concrete assistance as well as comforting counsel to a large group of parents who are reaching or have reached the end of their rope. This is a superb book, one that should reach a wide and heretofore ignored audience.”

—Suzanne Levine, author of Father Courage

“Dr. Adams’s book offers wisdom, comfort, and community to the countless parents whose adult children continue to bind them in ties of guilt. And then she helps them break free.”

—Marilyn Nissenson, coauthor, Friends For Life: Mothers and Their Adult Daughters

“A thoughtful, tough-minded book to help tormented parents let go of their guilt, accept the fact that their kids may not have become who they hoped they would be, and to recognize and value those children for who they really are so they can move forward with their own lives—a valuable, important message!”



—Dr. Laura Kastner, Ph.D., author of The Seven-Year Stretch: How the Family Works Together to Grow Through Adolescence and The Launching Years: Strategies for Parenting from Senior Year to College Life

“Finally, a book for all those parents who did their best at parenting but found themselves humbled, saddened, and sometimes shocked at the outcome! Jane Adams has written almost the unspeakable—that it is permissible and even advisable for parents of adult children with big problems to get on with their own lives. Adams takes on many themes other authors dare not even touch—like unwieldy guilt, parental narcissism, the never—empty nest, the helping-too-much syndrome, and even forgiveness. Mandatory reading for parents who have suffered from obsessive regretting about parenting—it will serve as a giant dose of group therapy!”

—Sandy Hotchkiss, author of Why Is It Always About You?

“Jane Adams reaches out to parents who are enmeshed in the troubled lives of their adult children, encouraging them to let go with love and discover the well-earned pleasures of postparenthood. The testimonials of her disappointed parents show how the evolution of a whole and separate self can be a lifelong process on both sides of the generation gap.”
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THIS BOOK IS FOR YOU if your life feels out of control because


	Your adult child can’t or won’t leave home.

	Your adult child has a problem with drugs or alcohol.

	Your adult child can’t get or hold a job.

	Your adult child is chronically depressed.

	Your adult child is excessively dependent.

	Your adult child can’t support himself.

	Your adult child has an eating disorder.

	Your adult child is mentally ill or suicidal.

	Your adult child is estranged from friends and family.

	Your adult child is in trouble with the law or lives outside it.




This book is for you if your grown kids’ problems have taken over your life. If they’re draining you financially, causing stress in your marriage or relationship, affecting your health, interfering with your career, delaying your retirement, isolating you from your friends, creating rifts in your family, threatening your security, or keeping you awake at night.

This is a book about us, not them—about the ordinary disappointments of postparenthood and the extraordinary ones. About expectations that were never very realistic and those that were, given who we were and are and who our kids were and are. Big disappointments and small ones, big heartaches and little worries, expressed by parents whose kids have still not lived up to their potential; who’ve failed to thrive; who haven’t grown up and show few signs of doing it any time soon; who haven’t gotten their act together and taken it on the road; who are trapped in the world of abuse and addiction, disabled by mental or physical illness, in trouble with the law or living outside it, enthralled by cults or gurus, enmeshed in abusive relationships, unable to make or keep their commitments, still struggling or already given up.

This book is for you if their problems are getting in the way of your happiness as well as their own and their inability to get their lives started is driving you crazy. Because if they’re barely hanging on, chances are you are, too.

May I Talk To You Privately?

As a social psychologist and as a parent, I’ve been listening to people talk about their children for over 25 years. When I’m Still Your Mother: How to Get Along with Your Grown-Up Children for the Rest of Your Life (1994) was published, there were always a few people in the audience when I made a speech or media appearance who took me aside afterward and whispered, “May I talk to you privately?” They wanted advice, information, and support from someone who understood what they were going through—not just the ordinary problems and minor irritants of postparenthood but the fear, worry, resentment, impatience, and frustration of parents whose adult children are failing to thrive.

“Failure to thrive” is how pediatricians describe developmental delay in children who were deprived of nourishment and nurturing at a critical point in their infancy. These days, the term commonly is used by psychologists to characterize delayed adult development in postadolescents—twenty- and even thirty-somethings—who just can’t seem to grow up.

Consider these statistics:


	Twenty-eight percent of 21-year-olds have downsized the ambitions they had for themselves at 18, and 50 percent of persons 21 to 30 believe their goals will never be accomplished.1


	Fifty-eight percent of 21- to 24-year-olds live at home or have boomeranged back in the last two years; for 25- to 34-year-olds, the figure is 34 percent.2


	Independent adulthood is achieved five to seven years later by young adults than it was in 1960.3


	Antidepressant use is highest among 21- to 32-year-olds.4


	Suicide, alcoholism, eating disorders, and depression among young adults over 21 have tripled in the last two decades.5


	The use of heroin and amphetamines among young adults has quadrupled in the last five years.6


	Forty percent of young adults 18 to 35 are excessively dependent on their parents for financial, emotional, and physical support.7


	Over half the parents of 21- to 32-year-olds contribute a quarter or more to the income of their grown children, in money, goods, and services.8


	Sexually transmitted diseases, unplanned pregnancies, and abortions are higher in young adults than they are in teenagers.9




Of course, statistics are just numbers unless one of them happens to be your kid. The one who can’t or won’t leave home. Who’s addicted, dependent, disturbed, or depressed. Who’s chronically in debt and counts on you to rescue him. Who’s aimless, isolated, and alienated. Who can’t face responsibility. Who’s just marking time or even doing it.

Behind every one of those statistics there’s someone else besides that adult adolescent whose life is falling apart. There’s a parent whose heart is breaking, who’s crying herself to sleep in the privacy of her bedroom, or scratching his head in confusion, wondering, Where did we go wrong?

Whose Story Is This?

We are a generation of whom much was expected, we boomers, and in turn we expected as much, if not more, of our own children. And while we have spent enough time in the offices of psychiatrists, counselors, and “specialists” to know that their problems and failures are theirs, not ours, we don’t believe that for a minute. Or, at least, we’re not totally convinced.

“This story is about them, not you,” their counselors, therapists, lawyers, and especially their siblings (the ones who are fine, thank God) tell us, and it is. But we have a story, too, and feelings and fears and burdens and beliefs that nobody talks about and only the ones we don’t lie to (our partners, our shrinks, and maybe our one closest friend who’d never tell anyone) are able to hear, and respond to, and help with whatever we need, which is sometimes an objective perspective, other times a referral to a professional, but usually just being there and listening.

Here are those stories and here are those feelings, as well as the distillation of all that well-meaning advice and that occasionally insightful explanation. And here, too, are the positive, life-affirming, burden-easing things you can learn from the experiences of hundreds of parents of kids who’ve let them down.

That sounds like a self-centered way to describe those parents and the choices their kids have made, doesn’t it? After all, whose life is it, and who are we to judge how they should live it? Just because they didn’t finish school, or marry the right person, or worship the right way, or live the way we do, or make the choices we hoped they’d make, or leave the nest on time, or develop the morals or standards or character we had every right to expect they’d manifest by now, who are we to say they’ve failed?

Only their parents, for whom coming to terms with our adult children’s limitations also means facing our own. Although their names and the details of their lives have been changed, they are as real as you and I, with real kids and real disappointments, and the only reason they told me their stories was that they had to tell someone, and they trusted me to protect their privacy and that of their adult children. So if all you’re fuming or frantic about is that he didn’t get into Harvard or she’s still single at 30, or that their priorities, politics, and partners are different from yours, that’s your problem, not theirs, and this book won’t help you; count your blessings and give it to someone who needs it.

But if your kid’s problems are seriously impacting his or her life and keeping you from reclaiming your own from wherever it was you put it all those years ago, you’re at serious risk for failing to thrive yourself, so maybe you’d better hold on to it.

When Bad Things Happen to Good Parents

In midlife, a central aspect of parents’ identity is evaluating how our children have turned out; that is, what kind of adults they have become. The lives of our grown children constitute an important lens through which we judge ourselves and our accomplishments; it is through reconsidering their adult successes and failures that we seek, retroactively, to validate the kinds of parents we were and the responsible caring we provided.10

As one unhappy parent told me, “When your kids are little, you know what the norms are. You know that even if Jason isn’t toilet trained at five, eventually he’ll graduate eighth grade without a diaper, and if Jennifer’s telling lies at six, by the time she’s seven she’ll grow out of it. You talk to other parents everywhere from the playground to the pediatrician’s office, and you have no shame about sharing the details of your kids’ problems because you know they all develop differently, at different ages. But when they’re adults, or supposed to be, you feel like whatever s wrong with them is your fault. It’s a reflection on how well you did or didn’t do your job as a parent. So if they’re not doing well—if he’s got a drug problem, or if she can’t hold a decent job, or if they flunked out of college or are living on welfare or turned out to be selfish or mean or have terrible values or something—you just don’t tell anybody else. You’re all alone with your worries, and your anger, and especially your disappointment.”

It’s not a cop-out or even self-serving to say that we were not the only influence in their lives, and their delayed maturity is not the only measure of who we are or even who they are; it’s true. Bad things happen to good parents, after all, and vice versa. But the fact remains, as this same parent—a successful, respected woman—told me, “No matter what I’ve accomplished in my life, if I can’t say my kids turned out fine, I will feel like a failure, even if nobody knows it but me.”

Our Dirty Little Secret

Here’s our dirty little secret—a lot of us are disappointed in our adult children. In the ones who still haven’t lived up to their potential, whose lives seem to have come to a full stop just when they ought to be starting, or who’ve dead-ended down dark or dangerous alleys. And we’re not only disappointed—we’re ashamed of feeling that way.

We all have our own ways of coping with our secret shame. We console ourselves by whistling in the dark, which helps for a while. We remind ourselves when we hear of some other parent s even greater heartache that “shana rayna kapora,” which is Yiddish for “It could have been worse,” which usually it could have been. We tell ourselves they’ll grow out of it, and in many cases they will. We arm ourselves with the best information, expert assistance, and professional help we can get or afford, which can’t hurt and at least gives us the feeling that we’re doing everything we possibly can, which we are. Meanwhile, we live one day at a time and focus on the future, which may seem contradictory but in fact is how most of us get by.

The Elephant in the Parlor

What we don’t do, though, is talk about the elephant in the parlor. We keep our kids’ problems and our pain to ourselves, out of shame, sadness, and self-blame. And that’s too bad. Because it helps to talk, to listen, to learn, to share—yes, it really does.

It may be reassuring to learn that you’re not alone with your disappointment. To understand why you feel your grown kids’ pain so deeply, why you’re always in psychic contact with them even though you have no idea where they are, and why it’s so hard to know where you end and they begin. To know not just what you can do for them but what you can’t.

Because you’re not the only parents who feel confused, helpless, deserted, exhausted, useless, guilty, angry, resentful, and worried. Yours isn’t the only marriage or relationship that’s been stressed, strained, or even sacrificed to your grown kids’ problems. You’re not the only ones who don’t know how to separate yourself from their problems without separating from them. And you’re certainly not alone in blaming yourself for your other dirty little secret, which is your envy and resentment of those whose kids turned out just fine.

Frankly, there are some real horror stories in the following pages, and if one of the ways you cope is by telling yourself it could be worse, many of them might be useful in that regard. There are also some hard truths in this book that even your shrink may not tell you—that your expectations are or were way overblown; that it’s your narcissism that’s the problem, not their choices; that some of it might have been your fault a long time ago but it’s too late to change it now; that some kids won’t ever grow up or grow out of it; or that even when and if they do, some of the doors you tried so hard to open for them will be shut forever, and, like them, you’re just going to have to live with it.

What’s taken for granted, though, is that we were all good parents, or at least the best we knew how to be; that we, who were raised to think and feel we were gifted and special, tried to make our kids feel that way, too, even if in some cases that may have been their downfall. It should go without saying that we always loved them, and still do, even if we didn’t always like them, and still may not.

What’s surprising to some of us is how suddenly and sharply our kids went sideways after they got through what we always thought were the dangerous years of their adolescence without any major hitches. Perhaps the problems that plague them now were always there, but we never knew, and they never told us, and until they were beyond our control or even our reach they seemed to be fine.

Maybe we were in denial, or maybe they were managing okay until the challenges of making a life for themselves overwhelmed them. What we have to do now is not let their challenges overwhelm us.

It may be very difficult to move away from a job that wasn’t done perfectly, especially parenting, but parenting skills were never designed to work for grown kids. We need to define the limits of our relationships with them and our involvement in their lives, since those are the only limits we can set now. We need to find ways to stay in meaningful contact with them while we work through our own midlife tasks of coming to terms with our gains and losses, reconsolidating our identity, and reclaiming our lives now that we have reached the limits of our parental role.

Although we have no power to intervene in their lives, we are not entirely helpless. There are some steps and strategies that may nudge them along a bit, and there are things we can stop doing that may be prolonging their dependence and facilitating their failure to thrive.

Remember those times when they were teenagers, and we’d catch a glimpse of the adults they were starting to become, and think, I must have done something right? Most of the people in this book are still waiting for that grown-up to emerge. Some have had their patience rewarded, and others eventually may, because even if their kids screwed up the first act of their lives, we all know F. Scott Fitzgerald was wrong—there are second acts, and third, and fourth, and many of those will have happier endings.

There are opportunities to grow through even the worst of times, to free yourself from the lonely prison of your disappointment in your adult children, which is the only way to free them to grow into the happier, healthier people they still may have it in them to become.

We’re all suckers for happy endings and sentimental stories, but there aren’t many in these pages because this is an unsentimental book. It’s time for us to find our own happy endings, which are waiting to unfold despite—or even because of—what we’re going through right now. “You should call this book Great Investment, Lousy Returns,” said one parent—a financial planner, by the way. But that only would be appropriate if you believe it’s a child’s duty to make his parents proud or a parent’s obligation to make her children happy. And if these are the only myths this book manages to dispel, you’ll get your money’s worth.

What sociologists call the “postparental imperative” demands that we make sense of who and what matters when we return to the self we put aside to raise our kids. Because we’ve done that—whether we think we flunked or passed parenting, it’s over. We won’t get another chance at it, which is the good as well as the bad news. Our job now is to come to terms with the choices we’ve made in our own lives, abandon some dreams and commit to fulfilling others, allow the silenced voices inside us to be heard, and make the most of the time that’s left. We can do that—we must do that—regardless of whether our kids ever achieve what we still believe is their golden, unlimited potential. But that will only be possible if we start concentrating on our own lives while we’re waiting for them to get lives of their own.

OEBPS/images/img04_1-12.png





OEBPS/images/img01_1-6.png





OEBPS/images/img02_1-8.png
Vi3





OEBPS/images/img03_1-10.png







OEBPS/images/9781439106822.jpg
When Our GROWN Kids Disappoint Us

Letting Go of Their Problems, Loving Them Anyway, and Getting
on with Our Lives

JANE ADAMS, Ph.D.

FREE PRESS
New York London Toronto Sydney







