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	Seven winning ways to strengthen family ties.
by Carol Lynn Mithers
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Great families think alike. They don't look alike, because there's more diversity than ever in our human relationships. But leading researchers have found that strong, loving families of all sizes, colors, and backgrounds share many of the same qualities. So whether you're a single- or two-parent family, of one or many ethnicities, here's the best and latest thinking on what it takes to stick together and stay strong.

1. You need to be there for your children, both physically and emotionally.
When parents establish a powerful connection with their children early on, the payoff continues for years, according to a comprehensive new study conducted by researchers at Carolina Population Center of the University of North Carolina (UNC) in Chapel Hill.

The study shows that teens who are close to their families are more likely to be influenced by parents than friends and less likely to engage in dangerous pursuits like marijuana or cigarette smoking and drinking. This vital closeness begins at birth, when infants form attachments that will long affect their behavior. "Parents who let an infant know that they're available if she needs them but also encourage her to explore promote a strong, secure attachment," says Norman B. Epstein, Ph.D., professor of family studies at the University of Maryland at College Park.

As they grow, children benefit from being with parents at crucial times—before school, after school, at bedtime, and at dinner. If you can't do it all, don't worry. Predictability is what matters most, says Susan Levine, a psychotherapist specializing in family issues in Santa Monica, California. "Whether you regularly cook together or read stories at bedtime, kids need to know they can count on this time with you."

Yes, you need to be with your kids physically, but you also must be emotionally available. This means sharing intimate moments, "talking about your child, about yourself, about life," says Peter Benson, Ph.D., a coauthor of What Kids Need to Succeed (Free Spirit).

You can begin this dialogue as soon as a child can talk: "Look at the flowers! Which do you like best?" or "Were you sad when Rob wouldn't play with you? When I was a kid I felt sad when my friend wouldn't play with me. Should we ask Rob over, anyway?" Dr. Benson adds, "This kind of give-and-take enables your child to see you as a resource and ally rather than an adversary."

2. You're the boss—not the tyrant.
There are three distinct parental disciplinary styles, says Craig Hart, Ph.D., a researcher and the chair of the marriage, family, and human development program at Brigham Young University in Provo, Utah. Authoritarian parents make rules arbitrarily and enforce them with punishment. Permissive parents overindulge their children and rarely say no. And then there are what Dr. Hart calls authoritative parents, those who set limits for their kids, explain the limits, and maintain them within the context of a warm and responsive relationship. Families shaped by this most effective parenting style suffer less conflict than those in which orders come down from above without explanation.

"I've had far better luck getting my kids to bed on time when I tell them why it's important—'If you don't get enough sleep, you'll be tired tomorrow'—than when I just give orders," says Ann Armbruster, the mother of two in New York City.

Armbruster's success doesn't surprise Dr. Hart. "Limits, as set by authoritative parents, give children an important feeling of security," he says. "And because establishing parental authority is more about teaching and preparing your children than it is about controlling them, you also need to reason with children, even very young children, about why these limits are being set. Saying, 'If you hit Josh, it will hurt him and he won't want to play with you anymore,' is far more effective than simply saying, 'Don't hit.'"

Parents should be flexible, too, especially in the rule-making process. They need to find areas in which they can allow their child to have input. Dr. Hart's research reveals that children of authoritative parents tend to be less aggressive and more sociable with peers, because they've learned to negotiate and compromise. And because these kids understand the reasoning behind their parents' rules and values, they are also more likely to accept them.

3. There's lots of love to go around.
Nothing binds children to their families as much as the knowledge that they are loved unconditionally. Says Maggie Scarf, the author of Intimate Worlds: How Families Thrive and Why They Fail (Ballantine), "Unconditional love is the sort that doesn't depend on the child's performing, behaving, or achieving. It's about letting a child know, 'I may not like everything you do, but my love for you is a given. I love you just because you're you.'"

That goes for expressions of love between partners, too. You and your kids will benefit when you and your spouse liberally—and unconditionally—express mutual affection. When parents make time for each other, when they fortify their relationship with care and attention, they fortify the whole family.

Unconditional love gives children the vital confidence that their place in the world is secure. "It also imbues family life with a feeling of joy, the sense that 'it's wonderful for us all to be together,'" says Scarf. And demonstrating it can be as simple as being spontaneous. "It means you don't say 'I'm proud of you!' only when a child recognizes her ABCs or makes it to the potty," adds Dr. Benson. "You also give plenty of kisses and hugs and say 'You're great!' for no reason at all."

4. You and your partner share the load.
Every member of the family reaps rewards when Mom and Dad share household and parenting responsibilities, according to a large national study conducted in 1998 for the Families and Work Institute (FWI), a nonprofit research group based in New York City.

What's in it for Mom? Working men are taking on a far greater share of child care and household chores than ever before. "The failure of men to do housework is a major cause of stress and depression in women," says Stephanie Coontz, the author of The Way We Really Are: Coming to Terms With America's Changing Families (Basic Books). "When a man pitches in more, there may be some initial conflict as partners redefine their family roles. But all evidence shows that afterward, the woman is happier and the marriage—and family—is stronger."

Coparenting is also good for men. "We've found that when men put their kids first, they make healthier decisions in their own lives and avoid self-defeating and risk-taking behavior like alcohol and drug abuse," says Ed Pitt, a senior researcher at FWI.

Most of all, shared parenting is great for kids. FWI's research found that because of fathers' increased presence, children in dual-career couples are actually getting more attention at home than they did 20 years ago. An involved father also allows children to "watch their parents working together for their benefit," says Pitt. "Plus, kids gain a positive sense of the ways men and women can relate to one another."

5. You celebrate each child's unique abilities.
Children have varying talents, abilities, interests, and temperaments, and how a family deals with these differences has much to do with how strong it will be. Caring parents don't urge one child to be like another. Instead, they respect each child's strengths and interests.

"Our philosophy has been to let our daughters follow their hearts—within reason, of course," says Margie Goggans, a mother of three in Plano, Texas. "That means they can try anything but they don't have to continue if they're not happy. Each child has shown some quality we recognize as a distinctive part of her personality, and it's something we try to reinforce and praise."

A strong family is one that honors individuality. This sends kids the message, "You bring something new to us," rather than, "You don't fit in."

6. Conflicts are handled constructively.
"Constant turmoil is very damaging to a child, yet trying to avoid all conflict is unrealistic and not in the child's best interest," says therapist Susan Levine. "Kids need to learn the skill of negotiating and resolving disagreements." 

How does a strong family deal effectively with conflict? To start, the parents accept feelings like anger and frustration as part of life. Then, their children are taught early on that it's OK to express negative feelings and that family members must take one another's grievances seriously. 

"It's a powerful lesson when a parent sits with an upset 4-year-old and says, 'What I hear you saying is that you want to go out,'" says Dr. Benson. "It helps the child understand that she is being heard. It begins to teach her that it's possible to take someone else's point of view. And it demonstrates an important conflict-addressing technique: taking a breath, listening, and repeating what the other person is saying."

Strong families don't just acknowledge conflict, they deal with it. "If a child repeatedly ignores Mom's request to pick up toys, or if a husband doesn't water the plants despite many reminders, a wise mom will say, 'I'm angry because I've asked you to do this and you haven't,' rather than, 'No one hears what I say! You never listen to me!'" Scarf says. "That allows the family to try to resolve the problem rather than hurl accusations back and forth."

7. Family traditions abound.
In an era in which adults and children are constantly on the go and caught up in separate worlds, establishing rituals helps families slow down and come together. In practice, the rituals may be as varied as the families themselves. They may include the weekly attendance of a religious service, a regular Sunday night game of Candyland or Scrabble, a Mother's Day camp-out, or a yearly spring planting of flowers and vegetables. What these rituals share is regularity: The time is always set aside, the activity always celebrated.

"These kinds of traditions provide security and stability for children," says Dr. Hart, "a reassuring sense of the family being together." They also make kids feel good about being part of their family. And, as Scarf points out, that's what it's all about. "The family is where children explore basic questions about life: When you get close to others, do good things happen? Will you be respected? Can you trust your world? In a strong family, the answer to all these questions is yes." 

Carol Lynn Mithers, a Los Angeles-based writer, works whenever her daughter lets her.
