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For Allan and Alcy, Ralph and Trey, and Zachary





introduction: raising great parents


Why does the world need another parenting book? Why do I as a parent need to read this particular parenting book? And what is toughLOVE anyway?


Let’s get right to it: Why does the world need another parenting book?


We know the parenting world today is not the parenting world it was for our parents. The crazy thing is, it’s not even the parenting world it was just yesterday. We’ve never had more good, interesting, relevant science and research to explore in the realm of child and teen development than we do right now, and we’ve never had all of this great information coming to us 24-7.


Parents need help getting the best of this information when and where we need it most: at our kitchen tables where our kids are doing homework, on our family room couches where they’re Snapchatting and texting their friends. I don’t know about you, but perhaps nothing has helped me more in particularly bad parenting moments than being reminded why my child is acting the way she is. That, for instance, my thirteen-year-old daughter is throwing a three-year-old-style tantrum for the same reason she did when she was three years old: she’s separating from me again and it’s no less painful or annoying now, but it’s just as necessary. Part of the engaged-parenting-me wants to help her in that quest (the other part needs a time-out with a glass of wine and a hot bath).


Which brings me to: Why this particular parenting book?


Because it’s written by the people who can best help us navigate all the developmental science, studies, and surveys. The chapters are by practicing therapists, teachers, and coaches, who are also parents themselves. They are giving us the most practical of advice, in that it comes with real stories from their own home lives and those of their patients (the names changed, of course, to protect the harried and sleepless). It’s why I can sleep at night when I realize that while I am a recovering helicopter parent, it’s okay for me to show my eight-year-old son crazy amounts of love as long as I also hold strong on limits and boundaries.


One of the earliest things we learn in our roles as our children’s first teachers is how much better they take in information when we show them instead of just telling them. It turns out that works when raising parents, too!


In addition, this is one parenting guide that doesn’t stop when the going gets toughest: when our kids turn into preteens and teens. They may be pushing us away the hardest now, but they really do need us the most. There’s nothing for preschooler parents in here, but there’s everything for parents of kids in kindergarten all the way to college.


So what is toughLOVE anyway? It’s what scientists and researchers tell us we need in order to raise the happiest, healthiest kids who will become the strongest, most secure adults. It’s about being both kind and firm. Setting limits while giving as much age-appropriate freedom as possible. It’s about respecting your children for who they are while giving them the consistent boundaries they need to become confident, resilient grown-ups; preparing them for adulthood while protecting them from growing up too quickly. It’s about putting an end to power struggles and creating a peaceful, harmonious home life.


You’re thinking easier said than done? True! This is a guide for parents who honestly believe that parenting is the most important job they’ll ever have—which is most parents we know. It’s for parents who want to be engaged and informed, without smothering or helicoptering; who are students of parenting in the way they want their kids to be students of the world, curious and critical. It is a parenting GPS, but only if you apply to it your own GPI—gut parental instinct. Because all this great science is confirming what we’ve always known: parents know best because they know their kids best. All this expertise and all these stories simply help guide us to do what we know is best for our own kids; they help our gut instincts be the informed ones that get us through the tricky, trying moments, even the tricky, trying years.


—Lisa Stiepock (mom of Alcy) and Amy Iorio (mom of Trey)


When Do I Start?


    Right now! Here are ten toughLOVE tenets to get you started. And, keep in mind, this book is a tiny piece of the parenting bonanza that is toughLOVE. Take a look at toughLOVE.com and Mom.me, where we are raising great parents with up-to-the-minute information from the contributors in this book and many more. It’s a community of parents struggling with the same things you are and sharing their strategies for success, as well as their moments of mind-bending failure!





toughLOVE TIPS


Ten toughLOVE tenets





1. Kind and firm go together. Both kindness and firmness are essential for kids to feel safe and cared for. Research shows that this balance is the most effective way to raise kids who thrive. Studies consistently find that teens who perceive their parents as both kind (responsive) and firm (demanding) are at lower risk for smoking, using marijuana, drinking alcohol, and being violent, and that these kids have a later onset of sexual activity. Other studies have correlated a teen’s perception of parenting style (kind and firm versus autocratic or permissive) with improved academic performance, higher self-esteem, independence, and self-reliance.


2. Parenting isn’t a popularity contest. Many parents today are afraid of doing something—anything—that their kids won’t like. As a result, they endlessly negotiate, appease, or just plain ignore bad behavior. What these parents don’t understand is that not only is it okay for our kids to hate us at times—it’s actually healthy! It shows them that we are there for them, even when they don’t like us because we said no.


3. Setting limits is a sign of love. Yes, it’s hard to see that look on your child’s face when you’ve denied her something she really wants, or when you say no to something he finds tremendously fun. But limits keep children safe and socialized, and kids who have practice dealing with frustration and life’s ups and downs are far more capable of managing day-to-day life than those who don’t. By empathizing with their frustration or disappointment while also holding the limit, you are helping your children to build up crucial resilience muscles that will serve them well for life. Authoritative parents set clear standards for their children, so that consequences for crossing those limits are thoughtful, measured, and consistent, not arbitrary, laissez-faire, or overreactive.


4. Your values become your children’s, so practice what you preach. We believe that parents need to clarify their own values and communicate these to their children in confident, consistent ways. If we want our children to act respectfully, not yell at us, show compassion and empathy, turn off technology during dinner, be flexible, listen to other opinions, and experience life balance, we have to do these things as well. For instance, if you think it’s okay to exceed the speed limit while driving “sometimes,” but you tell your teenager “never” to speed, guess what he’ll do? Once you have kids, it’s not just the highway patrol who’s watching you.


5. Discipline is derived from the Latin verb meaning “to teach.” Discipline is about teaching, not punishing. That’s why it’s important to combine clear and consistent boundaries with calm, compassionate messages. If, instead of a loving, nurturing tone of voice, you use a mean tone or end up yelling, you’ll be teaching a very different lesson: your children will focus on your bad behavior and not on their own.


6. Parenting is equal parts prevention and intervention. Creating healthy boundaries in your home puts the prevention piece in place so most struggles are headed off in advance and there’s less potential for long drawn-out arguments. If your kids know that no really does mean no, they will most often accept that no means no.


7. Be proactive, not reactive. The more up-front time you spend clarifying your family culture and values, the less time you’ll spend butting heads with your kids. If you’re clear about your expectations for things like curfews, language, computer time, grades, bedtime, and manners, you won’t feel trapped by haphazard consequences and wishy-washy parenting.


8. Earlier is better, but it’s never too late. The earlier we teach children to own their actions with logical consequences, the better prepared they’ll be for life. If your child leaves his baseball bat at the park, he doesn’t have a baseball bat anymore, or maybe he needs to buy a new one using his allowance. If your child doesn’t follow the rules at a friend’s house, he might not be invited back, or perhaps he needs to find a way to earn that family’s trust again. But as kids get older, the stakes get bigger and the decisions more complicated: Do I get in the car with my friend who is only slightly buzzed? Do I do this illegal thing even though I probably won’t get caught? If you teach your kids early on to think through their choices before they make them, they’re more likely to anticipate the logical consequences that may occur and make better life decisions. When something doesn’t go as they’d like, you can say, “It’s not your fault, but it is your responsibility.” This avoids shaming them but states clearly that their actions are their own.


9. It’s unfair to unload your parenting responsibility onto your children. When it comes to adults and children, a more “democratic” household is not necessarily more “fair.” There’s a reason that people aren’t allowed to drive, drink, or vote until a certain age. While children do need to be heard and have choices, they can also become overwhelmed if parents act like peers, there are too few limits, and nobody is in charge. Yes, kids may say they’d like equal veto power, but what makes them feel safe and secure is knowing that there are mature grown-ups in the house who are emotionally ready to take on that role.


10. Consistency shows reliability, not rigidity. Consistency means working from a reliable and coherent philosophy so that our kids know what we expect of them, and what they should expect from us. If we can provide a safe, secure environment for our kids, where the boundaries are well thought-out and the expectations are clear, and they are presented with a high degree of nurturing and respect, then we offer our kids the security and reliability that they need to become the best adults they can be.


—Lori Gottlieb (mom of Zachary) for the toughLOVE Editorial Team and Igal Feibush (dad of Carolina), toughLOVE CEO





foreword: why we need toughLOVE and why we need it now


BY LISA BELKIN, CHIEF NATIONAL CORRESPONDENT FOR YAHOO! NEWS, CREATOR OF THE MOTHERLODE BLOG, AND MOM OF TWO (ALMOST) GROWN SONS


Time was when being a good parent meant never carrying your child in your arms—at least not until he was four months old. And it meant not kissing her unless absolutely necessary—and then only on the forehead.


Parenting advice once held that parents should wrap their babies warmly and keep them inside away from the slightest chill. Unless you lived in a time and place where the experts advised that it does a baby good to be outdoors, no matter the weather.


Don’t praise children, parents were told, because it will swell their heads. Make sure to praise children, parents were taught, because it will bolster their self-esteem.


Forbid thumb sucking because it leads to feebleminded children. Encourage thumb sucking because it leads to self-confidence. Toilet train at three months, or three years. Feed only liquids for the first year. Begin solids at six months. Breast-feed exclusively. Formula is more nutritious. Hire a wet nurse like all the other good mothers do.


We call it “parenting,” and then we add descriptors: “good,” “irresponsible,” “attachment,” “helicopter,” “Free Range.” Our mistake, though, is treating this as a noun in the first place. There is no such thing as “parenting”—certainly no one thing. Yes, it feels like an instinct, a higher calling, a Platonic ideal. (By the way, Plato’s view was that children should be raised communally, not knowing their own mothers.) But it is really a reflection and a response, an ever-changing set of absolutes.


For even when we think we are choosing the kind of parent we want to be, ours is a choice constrained and defined by context. We can decide only from among the options we can see, embracing or rejecting what our parents did, what our friends think, what the latest author or study suggests. The parents we want to be, and the parents we actually are (rarely the same thing) are shaped by history and culture. What good parents do depends on where, and when, you stand.


We make these incomplete decisions with the best of intentions. The goal is always to get it right, to wrestle this parenting thing down, to demystify the cosmic plunge into the unknown. That so many parenting choices of previous generations look off the mark in retrospect is not because the passion of parents has changed, but because so many other things have (the speed of absolutely everything these days, say). We’re given new facts (the ancient Greeks refrained from carrying infant males because they thought it would cause testicular injury) or new tools (kissing babies was thought to spread diphtheria and syphilis, then immunology came along) or we see the realization of unintended consequences.


It’s that last kind of pause that we are taking right now. The hows and ways of parenting have shifted markedly over recent microgenerations, and we are seeing some results of this uncontrolled experiment. Let’s start with the causes. Every social trend of the past several decades has made parents more present in their children’s lives. The world feels more dangerous, so we are less likely to let them go off to do things on their own. The finish line that is college means their spare time is filled with activities that we need to arrange and manage. With more parents working, there’s more guilt over any time not spent on all of the above. For those who step back from work, there’s the professionalization of parenting to fill the space. Also, we found we actually liked our kids, and wanted to share in their lives.


So we did. We shared, and supported, and managed, and smoothed. We helicoptered, snowplowed, and roared. We did this because we wanted our kids to be safe and successful, and because everyone else was doing it, and because our parents raised their eyebrows, which we took as confirmation that our choices were modern and right. We pored through bookshelves of philosophies, chose one, or several, and bristled at those who chose differently. We made our children the center of our lives, which was what it meant to be a parent.


Wasn’t it?


For every action there is an equal and opposite reaction, Newton tells us. (He had no children, never knew his father, and never forgave his own mother for sending him to live with his grandparents after she remarried, as was common during the 1600s.) Parents react to their times, then children react to their parents, creating new times for a next cycle. The way this current wave of children has responded, it would appear, is to spend longer being children. We have protected them to a fault, we are now being told. They are so accustomed to our help that they can’t do without it. They grow into young adults who text us several times a day, won’t make decisions without our input, resist becoming adults, and are very likely to live at home. They are more anxious and depressed than other generations at their age. We have gone too far.


It could be, of course, that our children are struggling because of the same chaotic, fast-paced world that we were trying to help them navigate in the first place, rather than because we crippled them with our response. We can’t know, because we can’t run that race again. All we can do is take on the next one, which means taking what we know, and guess, and suppose, and recalibrating it forward, calling it parenting.


At the moment that means swinging back toward center, to moderation. Finding the sweet spot between doing too much, which we suspect we have been doing, and too little, which we refuse to do. It’s a pendulum, this act of raising kids, and while it appears to swing freely, all it’s really doing is constantly aiming for the middle. (Galileo, who first proved this, had three children out of wedlock, and sent his two daughters to a convent, which is how parents avoided providing a dowry in seventeenth-century Italy.)


What that center might look like is the subject within these pages. Not a watered-down middle ground that lacks passion. Rather a passionate, informed, involved approach that allows for freedom and exploration, even in this world that seems to be spinning almost faster than we can handle. It’s an approach that knows when to pitch in and when to stand back. It’s a method of taking in information from experts, observing our own kids, and then trusting our own guts. It’s about loving our children enough to be tough about limits, loving them enough to let them tough it out, and simply loving them enough. This is a parenting book for that next race, the speedy one we are smack in the middle of right now.





part one



WHAT IS toughLOVE ALL ABOUT?






is one parenting style best?


BY PEGGY DREXLER, PHD, ASSISTANT PROFESSOR OF PSYCHOLOGY IN PSYCHIATRY AT CORNELL UNIVERSITY, BESTSELLING AUTHOR, AND MOM OF A SON AND A DAUGHTER


Back in the early days of my psychology practice, I remember sitting in my office listening to new mothers talk about feeling tired, about how they hadn’t been as responsive to their children as they wanted to be, or about having their reactions colored by having been up all night. They’d talk about decisions they made and later regretted, conversations they wished they could undo, second guesses they were having all the time. Still in my early twenties, I had an almost smug certainty that I understood what it meant to be a mother in your body, your soul, and your bones, and that I knew how these women should mother their children just as I would know how to mother my own. Not until the birth of my son did I fully appreciate just how difficult the job of mothering is, what it calls on in oneself, and how it pulls on every single aspect of your emotional and physical life. And how knowing what to do, and how to do it, is not innate—not always.


There was one mother in particular, Olivia, who came to me to talk about her immense anxiety over deciding what sort of parent she wanted to be. In her own life, Olivia described herself as reactive and impatient, diligent and hyperorganized. She always paid bills on time. She was inclined to be critical and had high expectations for herself and for others. As a mother, Olivia wanted to be absolutely sure she was doing everything right. Her instinct was to establish firm, consistent rules—for the kids as well as for how she and her husband, Jack, parented them—from which no one should ever deviate. Jack, meanwhile, was more spontaneous and inclined to react in the moment to a specific situation at hand. As a result, Olivia was often the stricter parent, which I learned was causing much of her angst, while Jack was the “nice guy.” If their son was acting out and refusing to listen, for example, and Jack threatened to take away a toy if that behavior didn’t change, he wouldn’t always follow through. He was easily charmed into backing off a punishment or reprimand, and it drove Olivia crazy. It also made her question her own parenting approach. “He is reluctant to be the enforcer, which means I’m left to do it,” she said. “But maybe, I don’t know: Is his way the better way?”


Back then, of course, just as now, there were plenty of opinions on how to raise a child. Many came from legitimate experts, though many did not (your know-it-all cousin, your nosy neighbor). For a long time, the baby-raising bible was Baby and Child Care by Dr. Benjamin Spock, first published in 1946. With clear, frank advice designed to put new moms at ease (and reaffirm that they knew more than they thought they did) he paved the way for others—including T. Berry Brazelton, Penelope Leach, and Richard Ferber—to build on, agree with, and challenge his philosophies. But with the ever-growing wellspring of information—lots of it contradictory—parenting advice got confusing. Theories went in and out of style as definitively as hemlines. They still do.


One line of thinking—at least in terms of how we view parenting from a philosophical perspective—has endured, however. In the late 1960s, Diana Baumrind, a developmental and social psychologist in Berkeley, introduced the concept of parenting styles, a way of thinking about, and classifying, strategies parents use in child rearing. Baumrind’s three defined styles were based on two key, polar opposite characteristics she observed among parents: responsiveness, or a willingness to foster freedom and individuality, and demandingness, or the exertion of control. Through interviews with more than one hundred preschool-age children and their parents, Baumrind concluded that the majority of parents display one of three parenting styles, each of which calls on different degrees of this responsiveness and demandingness: Authoritarian, Authoritative, and Permissive. (Follow-up to her work by researchers Eleanor Maccoby and John Martin would suggest adding a fourth style, Uninvolved or Neglectful.)


The Authoritarians


In Baumrind’s view, a parent’s style was determined by his ratio of responsiveness to demandingness. Authoritarian parents, wrote Baumrind, are highly demanding and directive. They establish rigid rules and expect kids to follow them without fail, and often even without explanation. (The “Because I Said So” response is classic Authoritarian.) These parents are usually hyperdemanding about how the child behaves both in the house and out and, according to Baumrind, are “obedience- and status-oriented.” Respect for and reverence of authority is paramount. They express love, but only when the child behaves in a manner the parent has deemed appropriate.


Here’s an example of an Authoritarian approach. A parent issues the increasingly familiar statement: “We don’t eat sugar in this house.” The desire to eat healthy is one that many parents are embracing for their families, and is an admirable one, for sure. Through the Authoritarian lens, however, this statement is law. There are no exceptions, and no explanations. An Authoritarian parent who sets forth this edict may tell herself that her child is too young to understand the complexities associated with eating, or not eating, sugar. She may say it shouldn’t matter why the family doesn’t eat sugar beyond the fact that that’s the rule. In the Authoritarian’s mind, rules are absolutely not made to be broken. When she picks up her six-year-old from a playdate and finds him sucking on a lollipop, she flies into a rage, as upset with the child who accepted the treat as with the parent who’s offered it to him. But the Authoritarian style in action isn’t always as obvious as it is here.


One mother I met, Alison, admitted that she had a hard time praising her seven-year-old son, Adam. Behaving well—making his bed without being asked, saying please and thank you, keeping quiet, and sitting still during church on Sunday—was behavior she expected. “I just don’t think about congratulating him for things he should be doing already,” she told me. Whenever he did act out of turn, though, she easily reprimanded him—that, she thought, was parenting. And the message Adam was likely picking up from her through all of this? You only do wrong.


The Permissives


Permissive parents, on the other hand—often called “indulgent parents”—are highly responsive to individuality and the child’s particular moods, whims, or quirks. They rarely discipline, make few demands in terms of behavior or appropriateness, and generally avoid confrontation. They’re nurturing and communicative and often involve their child in decision making. They want to be their child’s friend, and are afraid of upsetting her or stifling her creativity and uniqueness. In return, though, the child may become spoiled or demanding. She may throw tantrums or act out in search of boundaries.


Bob was a single dad by divorce, a situation over which he often felt considerable guilt. He tended to respond to that guilt with a Permissive approach to raising his son, Neil. At ten, Neil still refused to learn to tie his own shoes, and Bob didn’t press him, believing that Neil would “learn when he’s ready.” He was constantly making excuses for Neil, protecting him from potential frustrations, and cutting him endless slack. After establishing age-appropriate chores for Neil—and following three weeks of watching those chores go undone—Bob assumed those chores for himself, without a single word about it to his son.


“I just don’t want to push him too much, or make his life harder than it already is,” Bob told me. “In the end, it’s easier for me to feed the cat than to nag him about it or clean up after him when he’s done it sloppily. After all, he’s only ten.” Instead of enforcing rules or otherwise letting Neil know what was acceptable behavior and what wasn’t, Bob let Neil decide what was best for Neil. When Bob finally decided to try to enforce Neil’s participation in household upkeep, Neil simply refused—because he knew he could.


The Authoritatives


The third category, wrote Baumrind, represents a style of parenting that’s somewhere in between Authoritarian and Permissive. Authoritative parents are demanding and responsive in equal measure. They establish rules and guidelines for their children, but are willing to listen to, and address, questions. Their word isn’t the end-all, but they don’t quite view parenting as a collaborative effort, either; these parents are still very much in charge, but exert their control in a far more democratic manner. They are flexible and interactive. When children disappoint or misbehave, they aim to forgive and understand rather than punish. According to Baumrind, they “monitor and impart clear standards for their children’s conduct. They are assertive, but not intrusive and restrictive. Their disciplinary methods are supportive, rather than punitive. They want their children to be assertive as well as socially responsible, and self-regulated as well as cooperative.” Their brand of “tough” comes with a lot of love.


Imagine a common kid scenario: the argument over a toy. Parents who take an Authoritarian approach may storm into the room where the children are fighting, confiscate the toy while declaring, “This is what happens when you can’t play well with others,” and leave. Parents who assume a Permissive approach let the fighting between children continue, viewing it as a form of expression that’s part of the natural order of things. Using an Authoritative approach, however, a parent will respond sensitively but firmly. She might interject and say to one child, “I understand how you feel, but your cousin is playing Pokémon right now. In a few minutes, you can have a turn.” The parent responds, but also establishes limits. Later, she may initiate with her child a discussion about the concept of sharing.


The Uninvolveds


The later-added final category of parents, the Uninvolveds, are neither responsive nor demanding. While they fulfill a child’s basic needs and aim to keep him safe, these parents are emotionally, and sometimes physically, detached and fail to provide not only rules and structure, but also personal connection. Sometimes, these are parents whose work, or focus on money and career, comes first, due to personal ambition or economic necessity. Uninvolved parents often leave the parenting to schools and society; they become strangers in their own home. This form of parenting can be a form of abuse, but not always.


Take Lydia and Quinn, for example. Lydia was the CEO of a digital tech firm. When we met, she was struggling, in her words, to raise eleven-year-old Quinn, a bright, active, popular boy who, it seemed, had zero interest in connecting with his mother. But when we examined what was happening at home, it became clear that Lydia, who worked sometimes eighty-hour weeks and traveled as many as fifteen days a month, considered parenting secondary to her career, something she reluctantly admitted. She had never established very many rules for Quinn, justifying that fact by declaring him “independent” and “mature.” But lately he had been slipping in school. One afternoon, he got in trouble for painting on a rock in Central Park. When Lydia wasn’t traveling, instead of agreeing to spend time with her, her son would say he was tired or busy and shut himself in his room. Could you blame him? Lydia had provided Quinn with all the comforts a kid could want—but not, it turned out, much emotional support.


So Let’s All Be Authoritatives, Right?


Not necessarily. These four categories outline the vast range of approaches to parenting. You see that the use of such styles isn’t confined to an isolated event, such as a disagreement or occasion for discipline, but can be seen in a parent’s overall demeanor when engaging a child. And they make a difference in how that child grows. In her later work, Baumrind analyzed how these approaches impact development. She found that an Authoritative parenting style is the most likely to produce happy, confident, and capable children who know how to manage stress and can express their thoughts and feelings. While children reared by Authoritarian parents are typically obedient, they also typically have lower self-esteem, are more likely to be anxious, and tend to be less happy. Those raised by Permissive parents are, as a whole, poor self-regulators, antisocial, and tend to have problems in school. In later studies that took into account the Uninvolved style, those children whose parents could be categorized as such ranked lowest among all children, and tended to lack self-control, have low self-esteem, and were less competent than their peers. Baumrind concluded that an Authoritative approach to parenting was, then, the most universally desirable. Makes sense, right?


Mostly. Despite the fact that her research was conducted more than half a century ago, Baumrind’s conclusion that an Authoritative approach results in the happiest kids largely remains the predominant mode of thinking today, as academic studies—which I’ll get to in a bit—continue to reinforce this belief. And yet the suggestion that one parenting style is preferable above all others is a very black-and-white, one-size-fits-all answer. Many believe that Baumrind was too focused on control, and inflexible in her rules, and to some extent I agree. When thinking about what sort of parent you want to be, there’s a case to be made for adhering less to rules, guidelines, and definitions and instead embracing your own blended style. Though many would-be parents study up on parenting before they have children—and this is happening more and more as the culture of “experts,” and availability of resources, continues to thrive—styles are largely instinctual and unconscious. A parent’s adopted style is based on how he was raised, what he observed in his own and in other families, and what he’s been taught.


Some parents may still find themselves firmly planted in one camp. Some, like Olivia, may be heavily Authoritarian, where “parent knows best” and obedience is paramount. Others, like Jack, are more clearly Permissive, afraid to upset the kids or reluctant to ruin the good time. But most parents will find themselves developing a style that’s a combination approach. When considering your own, it’s important to recognize that not everyone is born to be a parent, but that doesn’t mean they shouldn’t be one. The perfect, all-giving, all-loving every-mother is a myth; in reality, the ongoing process of parenting is how we learn—over and over and over again. The adoption of an effective style is not a matter of which to choose, then—an “either/or”—but of finding a balance that works for you, your family, and your particular child.


One Style Doesn’t Necessarily Fit All


As a toddler, Antonia was indisputably difficult, from the breakfast she refused to eat in the morning to the tantrums she’d throw every night when confronted with the prospect of a bath, a teeth brushing, or any other effort at personal hygiene. Early on, her mother, Lauren, had adopted a Permissive approach. She valued what she saw as Antonia’s individual personality qualities and quirks, which were very different from those of her older sister, Nicola. Lauren’s firstborn had been a comparative breeze: an easy sleeper and constantly smiley kid who’d eat anything put in front of her. Permissive parenting was what came naturally to Lauren, who acknowledged that she’d been raised by a very strict, wholly Authoritarian father who demanded obedience from Lauren and her siblings. As a teen, Lauren had fallen, rebelliously, into what she calls a sort of grungy, tattooed, “whatever, man” phase during which she remembered pushing herself to do things she felt uncomfortable with simply because she knew it would get a rise out of her dad.


“I ended up spending my teens and some of my twenties angry and consumed with exacting a sort of revenge,” she said. “When instead I could have used that time to express my desire for creativity and freedom in far more constructive ways.”


For her own girls, Lauren wanted to foster a household that was inspiring and nurturing, where they had a say in how the family lived and how they, as kids, turned out. With firstborn Nicola, that approach had worked. Of course, a Permissive approach was easy to adopt with a child who naturally required little discipline. But when Antonia came along, Lauren was challenged with wanting to encourage Antonia’s expressiveness and growing increasingly frustrated with the fact that the child just would not listen—especially in public.


At the park, seven-year-old Antonia would strip off layers of her clothes and run around topless. Out to dinner, she was a mess. At first, Lauren would ignore the whispers and stares of other mothers, or occasionally request that they mind their own business, as Antonia streaked the playground or pitched a fit at a restaurant until someone removed her placemat (“She hates placemats,” Lauren told me as she relayed one such incident). But eventually, she couldn’t help but admit that she, too, was disturbed by Antonia’s behavior.


“I felt incredible pressure just being around my friends, who were similarly free-spirited about their approach to parenting. Except, unlike mine, their kids did not run out into the street like wild animals,” Lauren said. “Whatever approach I was taking, it wasn’t working. And though I believed in my heart that a hands-off approach would serve her well later on, it was hard to argue that her out-of-control behavior, left unchecked, was doing no one any favors, Antonia included.”


She was right. Although most parents who employ a strictly Permissive approach do so with the idea that a laid-back outlook and warm, nurturing method help foster creativity and individuality, studies show that children of Permissive parents tend to function poorly in many areas of life. A 1987 study of San Francisco Bay area high school students conducted by the Stanford Center for the Study of Youth Development found that Permissive parenting was associated with lower grades, and in 1991, a study of 4,000 American families published in the journal Child Development confirmed that kids with Permissive parents achieved less at school. Two decades later, a 2010 study published in the European Sociological Review found that children of Permissive parents were more likely to engage in risky behavior, such as smoking, drugs, and violence.


But here’s the thing: a Permissive approach isn’t necessarily all bad. Some reports, including one in 1999 by Nancy Darling for the University of Illinois’s Clearinghouse on Elementary and Early Childhood Education, have found that children and adolescents from indulgent homes have higher self-esteem, better social skills, and lower levels of depression than other children. A 2009 study in Spain, meanwhile, reported that Permissive parenting in that country is actually associated with strong academic performance and relatively few behavior problems.


So what’s the answer? For Lauren, it was to adopt a more fluid approach that had her adding some structure and rules to her Permissive style: rules about how to behave while out to dinner, how to address adults, why it’s important to do your homework at the same time every day. She gave Antonia responsibilities around the house and found that though Antonia resisted at first, she grew to like the feeling of being part of the family in this way. With Nicola, meanwhile, Lauren maintained a more purely Permissive approach, recognizing in that daughter a natural independence and ability to thrive under fewer rules. To the girls, she explained that everyone is different, and that what’s fair for one isn’t always the same as what’s fair for the other—therefore, some rules would be different, too. Instead of holding fast to the idea of how she wanted to raise her children, Lauren learned to balance her desire for a more democratic household (and her admitted rebellion against her own upbringing) with the need to treat her very different children as individuals with very different needs.


Sometimes, parenting feels like detective work, and often it is. People talk about the mystery of motherhood. Part of that mystery has to do with the fact that kids are unknowns. They’re unpredictable, ever-changing, and situations involving them often call for some willingness to be flexible. That doesn’t have to mean bending to accommodate a child’s whim or mood. But kids do change. As such, parenting requires constant assessment and adjustment, whether you’ve got one child or five. What works for one may not work for the next; what works for one today may not work for her next week. Achieving a conscious, helpful, individual parenting style involves ongoing effort—we are who we are, but we can, and should, evolve, too. And in many cases, the best style of parenting is not the easiest.


Of course, no one tells you that, do they? Instead, there’s an immense pressure parents feel to “get it right.” But the myth of the perfect mother and the perfect family does nothing but promote the perfect setup. Instead of recognizing a need to be flexible, this myth can cause parents to question their abilities and their decisions when a style of parenting doesn’t seem to “work” instantly on a child. As in the case of Olivia, who began to wonder if her husband’s approach was “better” than her own. And in the case of Lauren, who used to parent as much according to her friends’ approval as to her own instincts. “I’d want to stop Antonia from doing something, but then I’d picture her on the shrink’s couch twenty years from now, free-associating about every no that was issued to her, and why people keep disappointing her,” she told me.


Does It Really Matter What Style We Are?


Then, of course, there are other parents who don’t care what everyone else says. Lindsay, mom to eight-year-old Sylvester and six-year-old Leo, knew that she was tough. To other moms, she described herself as “an unapologetic hard-ass.” She liked things how she liked them, and raised her boys with an eye toward order. She held them accountable for nearly everything: If they poured their own glass of milk too full, they had to finish every drop. If they forgot their backpacks at school, they had to carry their things in a plastic grocery bag for a month, even though they’d cry and cry about how embarrassing it was. The slightest questioning of the rules was received by Lindsay as a personal attack and, as such, met with a look of incredulity and, quite possibly, a time-out. She’d been known to fly off a handle or two. “I am teaching them what it means to respect,” Lindsay told me.


Instead, both boys became so dependent on Lindsay that they were afraid to leave the house out of fear that they might do something wrong. They could not adapt to change, whether it was graduating from one grade to the next or taking down the tree after Christmas. They began to cry at the drop of a hat. “That’s when I realized that maybe I was being too harsh on them, and that although I thought I was being firm, I was really being dictatorial,” Lindsay told me. “I was stripping them not only of their identity but of their ability to feel secure in the world. They were constantly anxious. To be honest, parenting wasn’t getting easier. It was getting harder.” Lindsay and her boys were lucky. Many parents who take an Authoritarian approach never make this connection. They only get angrier, push harder, as they see their children growing “weaker.”


Authoritarian parents may view other parents’ disciplinary efforts as carelessly lax, and indeed the Authoritarian approach can be most dramatic when it comes to issuing discipline. With Authoritarian parents, discipline often has a shaming effect.


When we talk about shaming, we tend to talk about the obvious forms: spanking or other physical punishments, public reprimand. But there are other, subtler, yet still as impactful ways that Authoritarian parents shame their children in the pursuit of discipline. These include making a child feel guilty, deficient, or “bad”; a source of trouble; just plain dumb. It can include belittling a child, or even something as seemingly benign as rolling your eyes at him or sighing in response to something he’s done. Comments might include “You’re acting like such a baby,” or “You’d lose your head if it weren’t glued on!” As a form of behavior modification, though, shaming—whether obvious or subtle—is ineffective and even destructive. That’s because since most kids can’t distinguish between their impulses—their actions—and their selves, instead of condemning the behavior, shaming ends up condemning the child, and making him feel bad about himself. Children live in fear of punishment or rejection.


Studies confirm this. The Child Development study referenced earlier found that while children raised by Authoritarian parents are obedient and prone to conforming to the standards set by adults, their self-esteem and sense of self suffers. Sometimes, their grades do too, as proven in the Stanford Center study, though other reports, such as one presented by the Aspen Education Group, point to Authoritarian-raised children who excel in school as a result of living in a fear-based household marked by high expectations, limits, and boundaries. But because they’re used to being told what to do, they may struggle to understand how to be independent, form their own opinions, and find activities they truly enjoy. And so they act out: the European Sociological Review case study found that children of Authoritarian parents are more likely than children of Authoritative parents to engage in risky behavior, including being 89 percent more likely to smoke. So much for the benefits of iron-fisted rule.


Here’s where it becomes clear that good parenting isn’t necessarily about choosing a style and sticking to it. It’s about judging what’s needed at the moment. Sometimes parents need to enforce rules—and some parents are stricter than others, and that’s okay. But sometimes parents need to lay off.


That’s in large part where the Authoritative approach comes in. One mother I met, Angela, was a master at this approach. When her daughter, Melanie, was younger, she tried her best to be encouraging and supportive. When Melanie did something to disappoint Angela, she’d sit her down and invite her to talk about what had happened—and why. “Sometimes, she was just rebelling. Other times, she was reacting to some struggle she was going through elsewhere in her life,” said Angela. “If I had just punished her, I would have missed the opportunity to have real conversations with her about things she was dealing with at school, or with her friends.” She set firm limits for Melanie in terms of behavior, but if Melanie strayed, Angela made sure to take the time to find out why—and how she could help Melanie avoid feeling the need to act out in the future.


Still, she had rules. Even Angela wasn’t the completely Authoritative parent. As Melanie got older, Angela would allow the occasional extended curfew—a Permissive gesture—but she would absolutely not agree to let Melanie drive with friends after 11:00 p.m., no exceptions, something quite Authoritarian. “If she wanted to stay out late, that was fine, but either 11:00 was the cap or she should expect that I’d be picking her up myself,” Angela told me. “I didn’t have a reason for this other than my instinct told me that trouble happens with kids in cars after 11:00 p.m. It was maybe irrational, but I felt very strongly about it.” In this, Angela was acknowledging her trust of Melanie while also retaining her parental right, and duty, to help ensure Melanie’s safety. It honored the fact that Melanie had proved to be a responsible child, while also indulging one of Angela’s few sticking points. It let Melanie be Melanie, and let Angela be Angela.


Mother and Father Do Know Best


Yes, the academic studies are contradictory; academic studies often are. But let’s be honest: How many parents these days are poring over and debating academic texts when deciding how to raise their children? Not many. More, I’d speculate that most of the confusion and general angst around adopting a style of parenting, or parenting in general, is social: Parents see what their friends do—or don’t do. They read endless “expert” takes. In fact, many parents have grown reluctant to do anything without first getting an expert opinion, or three. This very American desire to seek out the absolute best wisdom—no matter that there are many definitions of best—has led to a boon in parenting professionals, from baby nurses to parenting coaches. The Spocks and Brazeltons of yesteryear have been replaced, or at least supplemented, by countless advice givers, the thousands of mommy blogs out there included, each offering his or her own best-laid plans. Parents call for help with breast-feeding, fussiness, and sleeping. Later, they call for input on everything from what chores to give their children (and when) to what constitutes a healthy dinner. Everyone’s an expert on parenting—except, that is, parents themselves. This leads to endless questioning, anxiety, and self-doubt.


Of course, there’s nothing wrong with seeking out help. Help is great, and for many parents, necessary. But many child-rearing experts don’t account for different personalities, growth patterns, and situations. And that’s the fatal flaw in taking their word as gospel. You can find a recipe in a cookbook and expect that if you get the ingredients and follow the instructions, most likely you’ll wind up with a decent dish. It’s different with kids. And so we have to ask: At what point does all this help compromise our innate ability to parent? When does outside help cause us to question our own instincts?


What’s more, it’s important to remember that opinions and styles reflect the times. The Authoritarian approach, for example, was particularly popular in the 1940s and ’50s when children were “to be seen but not heard,” and when spanking and other forms of corporal punishment were more common. In the 1960s, Permissive parenting came into fashion along with free love and women’s liberation. Things are different now. The opinions change, and so do we.


Trust Yourself


When seven-year-old Grace was small, her mother, Pamela, chose a pediatrician who advised her to stick to a set feeding schedule so Grace would not become “milk dependent.” Almost overnight, Grace went from being an extremely easy, calm, placid baby to crying nonstop. At first Pamela thought it was colic. Then she didn’t know what it was. When she called the pediatrician, he insisted that she stick to the schedule. And still Grace cried. One weekend, beside herself at the changes in her happy baby, Pamela called his office yet again, but he wasn’t there. Instead, a different pediatrician was taking his calls. “How much are you feeding her?” she asked when Pamela told her about Grace’s nonstop wails. Pamela told her about the schedule and the amounts she was fed. “That baby is hungry!” the pediatrician exclaimed. “Give her more food.”


Turns out Pamela had based her good judgment on an authority who knew less about her baby than she did. The “expert advice” of the initial pediatrician was wrong, yet Pamela felt that her instinct as a mother was not quite right either, or else wouldn’t she have ignored his advice? Like so many other mothers, she wound up trusting herself less and less.


Confidence can be a rare commodity for first-time parents. Thankfully, confidence, like mothering, can be learned. After the incident with her daughter’s pediatrician, Pamela decided she was also done with blindly accepting book advice. She stopped taking advice from other mothers, too, including relatives (however well meaning) and people on the street who’d spontaneously offer her “pointers” on how best to raise her child. Pamela finally realized that, when it came to mothering her own child, she was the expert. But it’s not an easy position to hold in a world where everybody is sure they know more about mothering your children than you do.


I have my own story to share about this. Four months after my son was born, I was chatting with an acquaintance about what I had been up to. I mentioned that I’d resumed work part-time. “How dare you?” she scolded. “Don’t you know that you’re hurting your child by not being at home with him?” The implication that I was more interested in my job or my career than in my child was hurtful—and plain wrong. The fact is that a majority of us do go back to work after bearing children, and it’s not a bad thing: Research has shown that work can raise a mother’s self-esteem, and a mother’s self-esteem is directly correlated to her child’s.


But this isn’t about fact, is it? It’s about everybody and her sister having firm (and vocal) ideas about how to mother your child. Sixteen years later, at a family get-together, a relative chided me for carrying my baby daughter over to see her. “Don’t you know that you have to put her down?” she exclaimed. “She’ll get spoiled.”


Mothers are not immune to the criticism bug. Working mothers slander stay-at-home moms as settling for less than equality, and moms at home rant that working mothers are harming their progeny by being away from them for days at a time. There’s always someone out there critiquing your parenting performance. It’s important to remember that mothering simply isn’t an exact science. And that—believe it or not—in most cases, the very best expert is you, even when it comes to knowing where, and when, to go for help and support.


Eventually, Olivia and Jack learned that their different approaches to parenting were something of a gift—when practiced in concert, that is. They made a point to never disagree about parenting in front of the kids and to uphold each other’s decisions. It worked for them. Their divergent styles were not only true to themselves as people but entirely complementary. They recognized and respected the idea that kids don’t have to have the same relationship with each parent. Their kids, in return, were well prepared for a world of negotiating various types of people. They saw and understood that dissimilarities needn’t mean strife. Best of all, everyone learned—the kids, Olivia, Jack—that “different” needn’t mean better or worse.





toughLOVE TIPS


Take these tenets for good parenting—no matter how you approach it—and make them your own.





    SET AN INTENTION. Compromise is good, and necessary, and no matter your style—chosen, instinctual, or still developing—the best interests of the child should always receive top billing. Discuss with your partner your goals for raising your children, and how each of you would come to those goals. Then work to achieve those goals as a family through structure, limits, compromise, understanding, adaptability, and, above all, unity. For more on this, see “Deciding What Your Family Values” by Ann Corwin.


    LET HIM BE HIM. Accept your child for who he is, rather than trying to mold him into your vision of who you think he should be. By allowing your child his own space to move beyond you and establish his own sense of identity, you open him up to a world of possibilities and give him the chance to live up to his potential. Expand—rather than constrict—your child’s life by not imposing your own fears or limitations on him. For more on this, see “Raising Resilient Children and Teens” by Kenneth R. Ginsburg.


ENCOURAGE INDEPENDENCE . . . Do this by letting your child do whatever she can by herself, from sounding out letters to pouring a cup of juice to carrying her dishes to the sink when she’s younger, to writing her own book reports and fixing her own dinner when she’s older. Help facilitate the process for your child, but don’t do the task for her. Encourage responsibility by having your child set—and then live up to—her own goals and expectations. Through this, she will unconsciously examine and develop her own morals and values.


    . . . BUT MAKE HER FEEL LIKE A PART OF THE TEAM. Instill responsibility and strength in your children by making them active and engaged members of the household. Expect them to do their share of the chores and other age-appropriate duties. Though they may resist at first, like Antonia, most kids find they like having jobs that are theirs. Give your child the ability to feel like she has a role and is an important part of the team. For more on this, see “Routine Zen: Teaching Independence and Gaining Sanity” by Lynne Kenney.


    ENFORCE BOUNDARIES. Parents whose style can be described as both intense and considered raise reflective, conscious, centered children with a sense of identity. That usually means enforcing firm limits and sticking to clear boundaries, but without harshness. Let them know what’s right—and what’s not—when it comes to the treatment of other family members, their friends, and strangers. For more on this, see “Setting Limits with Love” by Robert J. MacKenzie.


HELP THEM NEGOTIATE COMPLEX FAMILY DECISIONS WHILE EXPRESSING A BROAD RANGE OF FEELINGS. Do this by talking to, and with, your children using emotional and empathic language, and discussing morality as it relates to broader social situations. One single mom I met told her kids, “You are my emissaries,” keeping them in line by making it clear they represented not just themselves, but her as well, out in the world. For more on this, see “ ‘Gimme’ Kids: The Toxic Cocktail of Entitlement, Narcissism, and Materialism” by Madeline Levine.


MAKE A COMMITMENT TO CONNECTIVE PARENTING. Over the years, I’ve learned that a parent’s ability to connect with her child—including letting him know how she is feeling, acknowledging her own mistakes, and treating his feelings with respect—helps him extend that sense of connection and closeness to others. For more on this, see “Engaging with Your Kids: What Is Family Time These Days and How Can We Make the Most of It?” by Ellen Galinsky.





setting limits with love


BY ROBERT J. MACKENZIE, EDD, A FAMILY THERAPIST, EDUCATIONAL PSYCHOLOGIST, AUTHOR OF THE SETTING LIMITS BOOK SERIES, AND FATHER OF TWO GROWN SONS


Conner, age twelve, knows he’s not supposed to ride his skateboard without elbow pads and a helmet. The last time he was caught, his mother took away his skateboard for the rest of the day. But Conner considers himself an expert. He can ride rails, jump over obstacles, and launch himself more than three feet in the air on a half-pipe. He decides to do it anyway and gets caught.


“Hand over the skateboard, Conner,” says his mother matter-of-factly, when she sees him jumping off a platform in the driveway without protective gear.


“But Mom, I was just practicing some tricks before going to Neil’s house. Can I have another chance? Please?” Conner pleads.


His mother holds firm. “You can tomorrow,” she says as she collects the skateboard for the rest of the day.


Conner’s mother is using a logical consequence to support her rule about using protective gear when riding the skateboard. Logical consequences are structured learning opportunities. They are arranged by the adult, experienced by the child, and logically related to the situation or behavior.


In this case, Conner temporarily lost his privilege of riding his skateboard because he chose not to follow his parents’ rule for wearing protective gear. No yelling or threatening. No warnings, lectures, or second chances. No loss of unrelated toys or privileges. His mother’s message is clear: Use protective gear or you can’t use the skateboard. In effect, Conner chose the consequence he experienced.


Children need and require limits throughout their development. They want to understand the social rules of their world. They want to know what’s expected of them, who’s really in control, how far they can go, and what happens when they go too far. Limits provide this vital information. Limits help children understand themselves and their world and stay on the path of healthy development.


Limit setting isn’t rigid. It’s a dynamic process that changes as children grow and mature and demonstrate increasing readiness for more freedom, privileges, and control over their lives. The challenge for parents is to continually adjust and expand the limits they establish for their children to keep them on the path of healthy development. To accomplish this balancing act, parents need to set limits that are firm enough to guide healthy testing and exploration, yet flexible enough to allow for growth and maturation.


Why All Children Need Limits


Imagine that you recently moved to a new town. You don’t know anyone, but you’re eager to make new friends and settle into your new community. You invite people to your home and make arrangements to visit them, but each time you do, they give you strange looks and seem annoyed by your behavior.


What did I do wrong? you ask yourself. It’s confusing. You’re doing the same things you’ve always done, but you encounter disapproval and rejection. You feel anxious and uncertain. You don’t know where you stand or what’s expected of you.


Sound like a nightmare? This is what many children experience if they grow up in homes with ineffective limit setting. When they head out into the world, they experience conflict, disapproval, and negative reactions from others.


On the other hand, when children receive clear messages about rules and expectations, they learn how to cooperate and get along with others.


Limits Help Children Do Research


Have you ever thought of children as researchers? Well, they are, and they are remarkably well equipped to do their job. From the time they are very small, children are busy testing, exploring, and collecting data in the form of experience about how their world works. They are astute observers, mimicking the behavior they observe, noting and recording cause-and-effect relationships, and forming beliefs about rules based upon the data they collect.


Their research is a process of discovery, but the data they collect and the conclusions they reach are sometimes different from what parents might expect. Why? Because children’s research is more heavily influenced by what they experience than by what they are told. Consider the following example.


Seven-year-old Aaron likes to watch cartoons in the morning while he dresses for school, and his parents allow him to do so. Like many seven-year-olds, Aaron has trouble doing two things at once. The dressing part always seems to happen at the very last moment and only after a great deal of coaxing, prodding, and cajoling from his mother. After several months of this routine, Aaron’s frustrated mother announces that he cannot get dressed with the TV on unless he dresses more quickly. Things go better for the first few days, but before long, they are back to the old prodding and cajoling. Sometimes his mother threatens to turn off the TV, and on one occasion she does, but she quickly turns it back on when Aaron starts to cry.


What kind of data does Aaron collect from his experience? What conclusion does he reach about his mother’s rule about dressing while the TV is on? Of course, it’s okay no matter what she says. This is what he actually experiences. The lesson is not likely to change until his mother gives him different data.


Now, let’s contrast Aaron’s experience to that of Tim, another seven-year-old who also enjoys watching cartoons while he dresses in the morning. When Tim’s mother notices the problems Tim has getting out the door, she gives him a clear message: “Tim, the TV will stay off until you finish dressing.” Then she turns it off. Tim fusses and complains that she’s not fair, but his mother holds firm as precious TV time slips away. Tim decides to get dressed. Why? Because he wants to watch cartoons, and he knows from his experience that he can’t do so until the dressing part is done. When he finishes, his mother tells him what a good job he did and turns the cartoons on.


Tim’s mother is setting limits effectively. She expects Tim to test her limits like most kids do. She also understands that limit setting is a teaching-and-learning process, and she gives her little researcher the data he needs to arrive at the right conclusion. Getting out the door at Tim’s house won’t be a problem.


Limits Define the Path of Acceptable Behavior


Have you ever tried to hike a trail with few trail signs or markers? It’s confusing. You’re not sure in what direction to travel. Without clear signals to keep you on course, you’re more likely to make wrong turns and get into trouble. This is what it’s like for children when parents are not clear in their limit setting.


When limits are clear and consistent, the path is easier for children to understand and follow. When limits are unclear or inconsistent, children often steer off course and get into trouble. Shelly is a good example.


When nine-year-old Shelly interrupts her parents, they usually stop whatever they’re doing and give her their undivided attention. Sure, they’re annoyed with her behavior, but they consider it one of those stages children go through. She’ll probably outgrow it by the time she turns ten, they tell themselves.


Like most of us, Shelly’s parents expect their daughter to behave acceptably, but Shelly is nine, and she’s not a mind reader. She doesn’t live in their minds. She lives in the real world, and she knows what she experiences. What she experiences is that interrupting is okay. What other conclusion can she reach when she is permitted to do it time after time? Shelly does not understand the path her parents want her to stay on because their signals are not clear. Do you think Shelly is heading for conflict at school when she interrupts her teacher or friends? You bet.


Shelly needs the same kind of signals nine-year-old Andrew receives from his parents. Each time he interrupts, his parents tell him respectfully that interrupting is not okay, then they teach him what he’s supposed to do. They ask him to wait for a pause in the conversation, then to say “Excuse me” and wait to be recognized before he speaks. They practice this skill each time he interrupts. When Andrew remembers on his own, they tell him how much they appreciate it. Andrew is learning valuable lessons about how his parents expect him to behave. How do you think he’ll do at school?


Older children and teens also need clear, firm limits to understand the path we expect them to stay on. For example, when sixteen-year-old Gwenn asks to use the family car to return a book to a friend, her mother asks Gwenn to return the car by 7:00 p.m. “I have an errand to run,” says her mother. But Gwenn decides to test. She doesn’t return the car until 8:00 p.m. When she does, her mother launches into a long lecture about consideration for others, but other than the annoying lecture, nothing else happens.


To many children and teens, acceptable behavior is defined by whatever the market will bear. What did the market bear for Gwenn? What did she learn about the importance of returning the car on time? Is it expected and required? Or is it optional? Gwenn knows what her mother prefers, but she also knows from experience that she doesn’t have to follow that path. Do you think Gwenn and her mother are likely to go through this situation again?


Now, let’s replay the scene to illustrate how Gwenn’s mother might handle this situation more effectively. This time, when Gwenn arrives late with the car, her mother says, “The car is off limits for the rest of the week. When I say I need the car back by seven, that’s what I mean.” No lectures or drama or lengthy appeals for cooperation. The message is clear, and so is the path she’s expected to stay on.


Limits Define Relationships


How do children know how much authority, power, and control they should have in their relationships with adults? Often they don’t, but they do know how to find out. They just go ahead and do whatever they want and observe the outcome. They get their answers through their daily research with adults. They learn from experience what the market will bear, and in the process they discover where they stand with others.


The most important research takes place at home, the training ground for the real world. The lessons children learn from our limit-setting practices provide the answers to their most important questions: Who’s really in charge here? How far can I go? What happens when I go too far? The data children collect helps them form conclusions about their power and control relative to adults. When children are given too much control, they often develop an inflated sense of their power and authority.


Collin, age nine, is a good example. When Collin arrives at the table in the morning, the first question his mother asks is, “What would you like for breakfast?”


“I want those skinny pancakes with the strawberries on them. Those are good!”


“Those are crepes,” says his mother, “and they are good, but I don’t have time to make them this morning. What else would you like? I can make waffles or pancakes.”


“I don’t want anything else,” Collin insists with an irritated tone.


“How about eggs?” offers his mother.


“I’m eating crepes or nothing!” says Collin angrily.


“Come on, honey,” pleads his mother. “It’s important to eat a good breakfast.”


“I’m only eating crepes!” Collin insists.


“Well, okay,” says his mother reluctantly as she begins to prepare the crepe batter.


Who’s really the kid here, and who’s the parent? Who has most of the power, authority, and control in this relationship? Right. It’s not Collin’s mother. She tries her best to be respectful, but she gives away her power and authority to her nine-year-old son. By compromising her limits, she’s actually teaching Collin that his needs come first, that he calls the shots, and that he can wear her down and win power struggles. Collin’s mother is teaching a lesson that will set both of them up for a lot more testing, conflicts, and power struggles.
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