


1 

TABLE OF CONTENTS 

INTRO ..................................................................................... 1 

Chapter 1 - Help Does Not Mean Handing Over the Steering 
Wheel ..................................................................................... 8 

Chapter 2 - Not Every Rule Is Sacred, but Some Really Are 16 

Chapter 3 - How to Talk Without Starting With "You Always" 
and Ending Up at Christmas 1998 ....................................... 25 

Chapter 4 - The Rule Was Broken. Now What, Apart From 
Staring at the Wall in Disbelief? ........................................... 34 

Chapter 5 - Your Mother, My Mother, and Suddenly We 
Have a Diplomatic Crisis ...................................................... 42 

Chapter 6 - Please Don't Turn the Child Into the Family 
Conflict's Press Secretary .................................................... 51 

Chapter 7 - Just One More Bite, or Family Negotiations at the 
Dinner Table ........................................................................ 58 

Chapter 8 - Just One More Cartoon, Because Screen Time Is 
Never Actually Five Minutes ................................................ 64 

Chapter 9 - At Grandma's House Nobody Has to Sleep, or 
How to Survive a Sleepover Without a Morning State of 
Emergency ............................................................................ 71 

Chapter 10 - Presents, More Presents, and One Tiny Thing 
That Somehow Requires Two Adults to Carry It .................. 77 

Chapter 11 - "That's How We Raised You," or What to Do 
When Parenting Methods Are Three Decades Apart .......... 83 

Chapter 12 - Holidays, Birthdays, and the Family Calendar, or 
Why Everyone Needs the Child at Exactly the Same Time . 90 



2 

Chapter 13 - "I'm Just Saying," or How to Survive Advice 
Nobody Actually Ordered .................................................... 96 

Chapter 14 - They Love the Grandchild, but Can They Really 
Provide the Care You Need? ..............................................102 

Chapter 15 - They Help Like Parents, but They Still Are Not 
the Parents ........................................................................ 109 

Chapter 16 - Help Is Not Free If You Pay for It With Guilt ... 114 

Chapter 17 - Trust Broke. It Can Be Repaired, but Probably 
Not With Tape From the Kitchen Drawer ............................ 119 

Chapter 18 - One Grandchild Gets Away With Everything, 
Another Has to Be Sensible, or the Family Ranking Nobody 
Ordered............................................................................... 125 

Chapter 19 - What to Say When You Have to Say Something 
Again ................................................................................... 131 

Chapter 20 - Grandparents Can Help Their Own Way, as 
Long as Everyone Knows Where "Their Own Way" Ends .. 137 



3 

INTRO 

Help That Sometimes Comes With Its Own Rulebook 

There are certain sentences that sound completely 
harmless until you become a parent. One of them is, "Don't 
worry, the grandparents will help." Before the baby arrives, 
this brings to mind a warm family scene in which Grandma 
happily takes the stroller, Grandpa entertains the baby, and 
you finally take a shower lasting longer than three minutes. In 
this vision, everyone loves one another, everyone 
cooperates, and nobody tries to feed cheesecake to a four-
month-old because "you had it too and you survived." Then 
reality arrives, and you discover that family help can be both 
priceless and surprisingly complicated. 

Grandparents can save a week, a relationship, your sleep, 
and whatever remains of your sense of humor. They pick up 
the child from preschool, stay with them while you attend an 
important meeting, make dinner, buy half the toy store, and 
proudly watch the same school performance seventeen 
times. In many families, everyday life simply would not work 
without their support. The trouble does not begin because 
grandparents help. It begins when their help comes bundled 
with their own version of the rules. 

Sometimes the change is almost invisible. You say your 
child should not watch cartoons while eating, and when you 
return, you hear, "It was only one, because otherwise he 
wouldn't eat." You ask them not to give sweets before dinner, 
and discover that "it wasn't really candy, just a little biscuit." 
You explain that your child is learning to fall asleep without a 
phone, but Grandma believes one short video has never 
harmed anyone. Each incident seems minor on its own, but 
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eventually the issue is no longer the biscuit, the video, or 
bedtime. The real question is who gets to make decisions 
about the child. 

That question is especially difficult because the person on 
the other side is not a random babysitter. These are your 
parents or your partner's parents, people whose history with 
you is longer than your child's entire existence. They may be 
loving, devoted, and genuinely helpful while also having very 
strong opinions about how children should be raised. After all, 
they successfully raised at least one child if you or your 
partner somehow made it to adulthood. This fact is often 
presented as conclusive evidence, usually with the 
confidence of someone who has just completed a thirty-year 
clinical trial. 

Parents, meanwhile, find themselves in an uncomfortable 
position. On one hand, they are grateful for the help and may 
genuinely depend on it. On the other hand, they want their 
decisions to continue to matter after they leave the room. This 
makes it easy to fall into the trap of thinking, "If they're helping 
us, we can't ask for too much." It is equally easy to move to 
the opposite extreme and treat every difference as an attack 
on parental authority. 

Neither silent resentment nor permanent family warfare 
tends to work particularly well. This book is not a manual for 
putting grandparents in their place. We will not create a forty-
seven-point childcare contract complete with annexes, bath-
temperature tables, and signatures from two witnesses. Nor 
are we going to pretend that every difference is charming and 
should be accepted with gratitude. The goal is much more 
practical: identify what genuinely matters, communicate it 
without unnecessary aggression, and know how to respond 
when agreed boundaries are repeatedly ignored. 
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We will talk about different kinds of rules because not all 
rules deserve equal weight. If Grandma dresses your child in 
a sweater you would never have chosen, it probably does not 
require an emergency family summit. If Grandpa drives your 
child without the appropriate car seat, that absolutely requires 
a response. Between those examples lies a huge range of 
situations in which parents and grandparents may have 
different habits, different beliefs, and very different 
definitions of the phrase "nothing bad will happen." The first 
task is therefore not winning the argument. It is deciding what 
kind of argument you are actually having. 

We will also talk about gratitude because family conflicts 
often treat it like an invisible currency. Grandparents may 
think, "If we're helping three times a week, we should have 
some freedom." Parents may think, "If this is our child, our 
rules should apply no matter who is caring for them." There is 
some truth in both statements, but trouble begins when 
gratitude is converted into the right to make someone else's 
parental decisions. Help is a relationship, not a transfer of 
ownership shares in parenthood. 

At the same time, parents have to accept an uncomfortable 
fact. Childcare provided by another person will never be 
identical to the care they provide themselves. Grandparents 
will read stories differently, make breakfast differently, play 
differently, and occasionally allow something the parents 
would not have suggested. That is not automatically a 
problem. Children may even benefit from having a 
relationship with their grandparents that has its own style and 
small traditions. 

The important line is not between "they do everything 
exactly like us" and "they do things differently." The line is 
between harmless difference and the deliberate disregard of 
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agreements involving health, safety, respect, and important 
parenting values. That distinction makes room for both 
parental responsibility and grandparent individuality. Without 
it, parents either try to control every detail or surrender 
decisions they never intended to surrender. Neither position 
is particularly sustainable. 

Another major character in this book will be the 
conversation between the parents themselves. There is often 
no single conflict called parents versus grandparents. 
Instead, there are two parental opinions, four grandparent 
opinions, and several bonus opinions from an aunt who was 
never asked but recently read something online. One parent 
believes Grandma is crossing a line, while the other says, 
"That's just how she is." One wants to address the problem 
immediately, while the other is quietly researching countries 
where grandparents can only communicate through 
traditional mail. 

That is why we will begin with the foundations. First, we will 
clarify roles, because much of the tension comes from never 
naming them. Then we will learn to distinguish fundamental 
rules from preferences, because every disagreement cannot 
be fought with equal intensity. After that, we will move into 
difficult conversations, repeated boundary breaking, 
differences between your family and your partner's family, 
problematic comments made in front of the child, presents, 
food, screens, sleepovers, holidays, and that special form of 
grandparent diplomacy in which "Of course, we'll do it your 
way" does not always mean what a reasonable person might 
assume it means. 

You will not find a system here that guarantees perfect 
behavior from everyone starting tomorrow. Families are not 
apps whose settings can be updated with one click. You can, 
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however, make expectations clearer, conversations shorter, 
conflicts less personal, and consequences more predictable. 
You can also stop spending three days wondering whether 
you are allowed to tell your own mother not to feed your child 
something they are allergic to. Hint: you are. 

The most important thing is that the goal is not to choose 
between a good relationship with the grandparents and 
protecting your parental boundaries. A healthy family should 
be able to make room for both. Grandparents can be 
important, loved, involved, and still respect the fact that 
someone else is the child's parent. Parents can be firm 
without treating every small deviation like an act of treason. 

The child, meanwhile, can have a close relationship with 
their grandparents without learning that rules apply in one 
home and become decorative suggestions in another. 
Different homes can have different routines. Different 
generations can have different styles. What children do not 
need is a system in which every adult quietly undermines 
every other adult and then asks the child not to mention it. 

So if your child returns from Grandma's house cheerful, 
well fed, carrying three new toys, and announcing that 
"Grandma says you worry too much," you are in the right 
place. If Grandpa consistently insists that car seats, allergies, 
emotional needs, and apparently gravity itself did not exist 
when he was raising children and everyone survived, you are 
also in the right place. And if you genuinely do not know 
whether you should defend every rule, relax more, or simply 
never leave the house again, you are especially in the right 
place. 

We've got a problem. But relax. It can be solved, and we'll 
even have something to laugh about. 
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Chapter 1 - Help Does Not Mean Handing 
Over the Steering Wheel 

One of the most common sources of tension between 
parents and grandparents is an unspoken disagreement 
about what help actually means. Parents often understand 
help as support in carrying out their approach to caring for the 
child. Grandparents may see it more as taking responsibility 
for the child for a few hours, together with the right to make 
everyday decisions according to their own judgment. As long 
as everyone happens to make similar decisions, the 
arrangement works beautifully. Trouble starts when those two 
definitions begin moving in different directions. 

Imagine asking your parents to look after your child on 
Saturday from ten in the morning until six in the evening. To 
you, that means something like regular meals, a nap around 
one, a walk, absolutely no nuts because of an allergy, and no 
more than half an hour of cartoons. To the grandparents, it 
may mean, "We have our grandchild all day, so now we can 
finally do things our way." This does not necessarily come 
from rebellion. They may simply believe that because they are 
currently responsible for the situation, they should have full 
freedom to manage it. 

This is where it helps to separate freedom in caregiving 
from the right to change important parental rules. 
Grandparents need the first if they are not going to feel like 
employees serving a very small, demanding client according 
to a three-page operating manual. That freedom does not 
automatically include the second. They can decide whether 
to go to the playground or the park, which story to read, and 
whether afternoon fruit is eaten at the table or on the balcony. 
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They should not independently decide that an allergy 
"probably isn't that serious" or that a car seat is unnecessary 
because the shop is only two kilometers away. 

Parents can also make the arrangement harder than it 
needs to be. Sometimes they provide instructions so detailed 
that even a professional pilot preparing for takeoff would be 
tempted to say, "You know what, perhaps I'll stay home." 
Exact feeding times, exact quantities, the preferred spoon, 
the order of storybooks, bath-water temperature, the 
approved method for slicing a banana, and a warning that the 
green cup is currently emotionally unacceptable. Not 
everything needs to be controlled. The more minor 
preferences we present as absolute rules, the harder it 
becomes for anyone else to identify the truly absolute ones. 

Good cooperation begins with accepting that grandparents 
are not extensions of the parents. They are separate people 
with their own style, temperament, and relationship with the 
grandchild. They can do many things differently without that 
meaning the parents have lost control. Parents are entitled to 
set boundaries, but reasonable boundaries should not cover 
every centimeter of family life. If Grandma cuts sandwiches 
into triangles while you always make squares, civilization will 
probably survive. 

The key distinction is whether a decision concerns style or 
parental responsibility. Style includes how people play, which 
weather-appropriate outfit they choose, whether they take 
the walk before or after lunch, and which bedtime story they 
prefer. Parental responsibility includes health, safety, medical 
care, significant dietary restrictions, important limits involving 
screens, the way adults respond to certain behaviors, and 
values the parents are consciously trying to teach. These 
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areas can overlap, but the distinction prevents both excessive 
control and excessive freedom. 

In many families, the issue is complicated by one powerful 
sentence: "But we raised children." That is true, and it 
deserves respect. Grandparents' years of experience can be 
incredibly useful, especially when new parents are 
exhausted, overwhelmed, and starting to wonder whether a 
two-year-old can legally be sold together with the high chair. 
Experience, however, does not automatically confer 
decision-making authority over the next generation. A pilot 
who flew one model of aircraft for thirty years still has to 
follow the procedures that apply to the aircraft being flown 
today. 

Knowledge has also changed. Recommendations involving 
sleep, nutrition, car safety, introducing foods, and responding 
to children's emotions do not always look the way they did 
thirty years ago. That does not mean previous generations 
were bad parents. It simply means parenting, like medicine, 
technology, and the instruction manual for a coffee machine, 
changes as new information becomes available. "We did it 
differently back then" is useful historical context, not the final 
ruling. 

The problem is that grandparents may hear modern 
recommendations as criticism of their own parenting. You 
say, "Current advice is for babies to sleep on their backs," and 
Grandma hears, "You put me to sleep the wrong way and 
were an irresponsible mother." You say, "We're not forcing 
him to finish everything on his plate," and Grandpa hears, 
"Your entire parenting approach was terrible." The 
conversation stops being about the grandchild and becomes 
a review of thirty years of family history. No wonder the 
temperature rises quickly. 


