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5 Signs You're Dealing With A Toxic Parent As An Adult (And How To Cope) 
Even as adults, we crave our mom and dad's love and approval. A toxic parent will exploit that. 

When you grow up with a toxic parent, it can take years — even decades — to recognize how dysfunctional 
the relationship really is. 

That could be because their bad behavior was normalized over time or because you were holding out hope 
that your parent would change and the relationship could be salvaged, Peg Streep — author of “Daughter 
Detox: Recovering from an Unloving Mother and Reclaiming Your Life” — told HuffPost. 

It’s important to note that even the healthiest relationships are not immune to periods of tension or 
disagreement — and your relationship with your parents is no exception, no matter how old you are. 

“Adult children make choices that are different from those their parents made in all areas of life, and some 
conflict is inevitable,” Streep said. “But it’s how conflicts and disagreements are resolved that distinguishes 
tension from toxicity.” 

These toxic dynamics between parent and child don’t just surface overnight; there’s often a history of 
self-centered, controlling, blame-shifting, overly critical or neglectful behavior. 

Sure, a specific issue could come up and cause a rift in a reasonably healthy relationship, but “genuinely 
toxic adult child/parent relationships don’t spring up out of nowhere,” Streep said. 

“Parents high in narcissistic traits or who are controlling or combative will continue to behave as they always 
have, despite the child’s adulthood,” she added. 

Below are some signs that you may be dealing with a toxic parent as an adult. 

1. They manipulate you to get their way. 

“Even though you may be making the right decisions for yourself, your parents make you feel like your 
decisions are harmful to them in some way and threaten to withdraw love or connection if you go against 
what they wish,” said licensed mental health counselor Justine Carino, who specializes in dysfunctional 
family patterns. 
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2. They belittle your feelings, often accusing you of being “too sensitive.” 
When you try to express your hurt or disappointment 
about a situation to your toxic parent, they’re quick to 
dismiss or minimize your feelings, which leaves you 
constantly questioning your own perceptions. In other 
words, they gaslight you. 

“You often feel emotionally invalidated by them and 
have a lot of feelings of self-doubt after having conver- 
sations with them,” Carino said. 

One of clinical psychologist Craig Malkin’s clients grew 
up with a father who responded to any display of 
emotion with some variation of “you need to grow a 
thicker skin” or “you need to learn to let things go.” 
This led to a lot of shame and confusion around his 
own emotions, a struggle that followed him into adult- 
hood. 

The client “limited contact with his father as an adult, but any conversation they had reawakened suspi- 
cions ... that he was too sensitive, or demanding, or wishy-washy,” said Malkin, author of “Rethinking Nar- 
cissism: The Secret to Recognizing and Coping with Narcissists.” “He doubted himself at an even deeper 
level than the constantly criticized child.” 

3. If you disagree with them, they say you’re being disrespectful. 

With toxic parents, it’s their way or the highway. There’s no room for healthy discussion or compromise. 
Even as an adult, your opinion seems to hold no weight. 

“The parent who embraces a black-and-white authoritarian style of parenting believes there’s only one 
answer, and that it’s his or hers,” Streep said. “The lack of discussion gives you only one option — capitula- 
tion — and, yes, that’s abusive.” 

 
4. They constantly criticize not just your actions and decisions, but your 
character. 

Many parents have a habit of butting in and sharing unsolicited — but often well-intentioned — com- 
ments about everything from your clothes to your job to your house to your romantic partner. Those 
remarks can be frustrating, to say the least, but that doesn’t mean they’re toxic, necessarily. 

Toxic parents criticize not only what you do, but who you are. 

“Rather than highlight the action or decision the parent disapproves of, the mother or father focuses on 
what’s wrong with you — how you are too sensitive or too dumb or whatever else may come to his or her 
mind,” Streep said. “This is meant to undercut you, have you doubt yourself or blame yourself.” 
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One of Malkin’s clients was a woman in her 30s whose mother never shied away from rattling off a list of 
all the mistakes she felt her daughter was making. 

“She was too picky with men, too careless with spending, too concerned with her looks — or sometimes 
not concerned enough,” Malkin said. “The theme was always the same: her mother’s wisdom was 
unquestioned and [the client] was clueless.” 

The client “often left these calls convinced she’d never stop second guessing herself,” Malkin said. 

Toxic parents make you feel that no matter what you do, you’re not good enough or you haven’t “lived 
up to their standards or expectations for what they hoped you would become,” Carino said. 

5. They blame you for their problems and emotions. 
Rather than take responsibility for their wrongdoings and apologize for them, toxic parents will shift the 
blame onto you. They’ll tell you that their own relationship issues or financial troubles are somehow your 
fault. 

Even their negative emotions become your responsibility. They’ll say that if you hadn’t done X, they 
wouldn’t have gotten so angry. 

“Your parent says something hurtful and you well up and he or she says, ‘If you weren’t so sensitive, we 
wouldn’t have all this drama,’” Streep said. “Or the parent is screaming and says, ‘If you listened to me in 
the first place, I wouldn’t have to resort to yelling.’” 

How To Cope With A Toxic Parent 

One key point to keep in mind when dealing with an emotionally unhealthy parent: “Recognize that the 
only person you can change is you,” Streep said. On that note, our experts offer some advice on how 
you can deal with a toxic parent. 

 
Set boundaries. 

Reflect on what you want these boundaries to be and then communicate them clearly to your parent. It’s 
not easy to do, but it will become more comfortable over time, Carino said. 

“It can be helpful to discuss [boundaries] during a time when you both are calm and removed from the 
situation being addressed,” she added. “Being firm and consistent is an essential part of maintaining 
boundaries.” 

 
Limit contact with your parent, if necessary. 

If your boundaries aren’t respected, consider lessening contact with your parent. That might mean 
communicating only via email or short phone calls for the time being. 

“Parents don’t suddenly change and become nontoxic,” psychologist Chivonna Childs told the Cleveland 
Clinic. “You may have to distance yourself from them to heal, and that can be a hard pill to swallow.” 
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Know that your parent’s negative reactions aren’t a sign you did 
something wrong. 

“People sometimes attack, criticize, and ignore not because we’re doing something wrong, but because 
they’re upset that we’re doing something right,” Malkin said. 

A lot of parental toxicity stems from narcissistic traits, he noted. Narcissists are so driven to feel special 
that they envy other people’s talents and insights. 

“[This] means they’ll attack ignore or dismiss no matter how great a job you do,” Malkin said. “In fact, 
they’re more likely to undermine your successes.” 

Talk to a therapist. 

The best strategy to navigate this tricky terrain, Streep said, is to work with a gifted therapist. 

Carino underscored the importance of getting counseling to find healthy ways to deal with a toxic parent. 

“Family of origin work as an adult can not only help you with your relationship with your parents, but help 
you understand certain patterns that you play out in your romantic relationships and friendships because 
of dynamics from your childhood,” she said. 
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S LO P P Y J O E 
R E C I P E 

122 Calories | PREP TIME: 10 mins | COOK TIME: 20 mins | TOTAL TIME: 30 mins 
YIELD: 7 | COURSE:  Lunch, Dinner | CUISINE: American 

  INGREDIENTS  
1.25 lbs. 93% lean ground beef sirloin 

1 tbsp steak seasoning or seasoned salt 

1 carrot, minced 

1 medium onion, minced 

2 cloves garlic, minced 

1/4 cup red bell pepper, minced 

4 oz mushrooms, minced 

1 tbsp red wine vinegar 

1 tbsp Worcestershire sauce 

2 cups tomato sauce 

2 tbsp tomato paste 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

This healthy Sloppy Joe recipe is fami- 
ly-friendly, made with ground sirloin beef 
and some minced veggies – great for 
those picky eaters! 

HOW TO EAT A SLOPPY JOE 
The nutritional info for this sloppy joe 
recipe is just for the meat. Below are 
some ideas for serving them. 

 
Sandwich – Serve on a whole wheat roll 
or potato roll, which is my family’s favor- 
ite way to eat them. Just make sure to 
have plenty of napkins on hand! 

 
Sliders – If you’re feeding kids, use slider 
buns for a smaller sandwich. 

 
Nutrition Information 
Serving: 1/2 cup, Calories: 122 kcal, Carbohydrates: 9.9 
g, Protein: 13.7 g, Fat: 3.7 g, Saturated Fat: 1.5 g, Cho- 
lesterol: 31.5 mg, Sodium: 470 mg, Fiber: 2.1 g, Sugar: 5 
g 
Source: Skinnytaste.com 
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► Chop all the vegetables really fine, using a chopper or food 
processor. 

► Heat a large skillet over medium high heat. Add the meat to the pan 
and break it up as it cooks. 

► Season with steak seasoning and cook the meat until it browns. 

► Add onion, garlic, carrots, mushrooms and red peppers to the skillet. 

► Reduce heat to medium and add red wine vinegar and 
Worcestershire sauce, cook 5 more minutes. 

► Add tomato sauce and paste to pan, stir to combine. Cover and 
reduce heat to simmer and cook an additional 5 minutes. 

► Using a measuring cup, pile 1/2 cup of sloppy meat onto toasted 
buns. 

INSTRUCTIONS 
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Click here 
to view online! 

  FEATURED EXERCISE https://www.self.com/gallery/pilates-exercises-that-work-your-coreEa0F6Hz 

Featured Exercise ► Pendulum 
 
 

» Do it: 
 

► Lie faceup with your arms extended out to your sides. Bend your knees over your hips and lift your feet off the mat. 
 

► Let both knees fall to the right, keeping your lower back on the floor. 
 

► Return to starting position, and then repeat on the other side. 
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