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      Praise for The Parent-Teen Connection

      Susan Caso addresses the complexities of the parent-child relationship, spanning from infant bonding to homework stress to suicidal ideations. This is a handbook to help us all address the mental health epidemic that is affecting our young people.

      —Shairi Turner, MD, MPH, chief health officer, Crisis Text Line, mother of two

      The Parent-Teen Connection is an invaluable resource for any parent. Susan Caso takes readers on an immersive journey that allows you to develop insights into the cycle of interactions you have with your teen and how to purposefully shift your response to foster improved connectedness.

      —Jessica Hawks, PhD, child and adolescent psychologist, clinical director, Pediatric Mental Health Institute, Children’s Hospital Colorado, mother of two

      Susan Caso has given families a precious gift: a roadmap for parents to understand and connect with their teens. This book is a must-read for any parent who wants to build an enduring, loving, and lasting relationship with their teenager.

      —Tzivy Reiter, LCSW, director of Children’s and National Trauma Services, Ohel, New York

      The Parent-Teen Connection is an invaluable resource for parents aiming to create a secure, emotionally supportive environment for their teens. This book is a must-read for parents seeking to bridge generational gaps and cultivate a nurturing, emotionally close environment with their teens.

      —Dr. Sally Spencer-Thomas, president of United Suicide Survivors International, mother of two

      Susan Caso adeptly counsels readers on establishing trust and nurturing emotional bonds with their teens, imparting the skills necessary to cultivate an environment of open communication, validation, and unwavering familial support.

      —Honey Beuf, executive director of The Liv Project, mother of three

      Susan Caso has written a resource that we have long needed. Susan’s warmth, combined with evidence-based practice and practical advice, makes this a welcomed and necessary resource.

      —Matt Mishkind, PhD, deputy director of Johnson Depression Center, father of three

      This must-have book helps parents navigate parenting in a vastly different world from their own upbringing. We’re providing it to all our clinicians to support patients in breaking generational trauma cycles and bring peace back to their households with its profound insights.

      —Liesl Perez, cofounder of Axis Integrated Mental Health, mother of four

      The Parent-Teen Connection is an insightful and transformative guide for parents navigating the often-tumultuous teenage years. A must-read for any parent seeking to create a nurturing and supportive environment for their teenagers.

      —Mary Gitau, MA, MSuic, founder and director of the Centre for Suicide Research and Intervention–Kenya, mother of two

      Susan‘s book provides a clear blueprint for navigating many difficult challenges. This is a single resource for struggling parents filled with real stories that resonate from our kitchen tables and living rooms. A must-have for parenting in today’s wilderness!

      —Nelson Trujillo, MD, Boulder Community Health, father of three

      Susan’s words are inspiring and deeply resonant, and her book is a valuable resource for parents, educators, and anyone working with young people. I highly recommend this book to anyone looking to make a positive difference in the lives of children and teenagers.

      —Jenna Clinchard, executive director, Rise against Suicide, mother of two

      The Parent-Teen Connection empathetically and clearly discusses how to become a trusted adult and how to navigate the many stressors impacting young people. This book is a critically helpful resource for parents or caregivers hoping to improve their relationships with their teenagers.

      —Lena MQ Heilmann, PhD, suicide prevention expert and sibling suicide loss survivor
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      A Stand of Aspens: A Metaphor for Connectedness

      
        Aspens are linked to each other by their deeply connected root system, creating a single organism, a family. They rely on each other and act as one collaborating system, working in unison. They are sensitive and respond to each other’s needs in the grove, which brings resilience and their ability to thrive. Their collective strength is foundational. Aspens are grounded in belonging, yet each stands as a unique individual. It is known that a family of aspens produces a peaceful and comforting sound as their heart-shaped leaves rustle in the wind.
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Introduction


      

      
        Why I Wrote This Book

        I heard a concerned mother’s voice wavering on the phone. She conveyed a familiar, subtly alarmed tone, one I’ve used myself when worried about my own children. Sally had called to talk about her daughter Ella. Sally recognized something was “off” but didn’t know what exactly. Ella seemed down and closed off and had been isolating in her room. She wasn’t eating much at meals. She had stopped hanging out with friends after school and was spending more time gazing at her phone’s screen, endlessly scrolling for updates. Sally and her husband tried to discuss it with her, and while Ella wouldn’t share anything with them, she asked if she could see a therapist.

        I met Ella a few days later. In our first session, Ella shared that each day felt like a struggle. She talked about the pressures she was facing at school and the difficulty she was experiencing navigating her social world. She felt alone in dealing with the reality of her life. Carrying it all by herself felt heavy, and there was a feeling of hopelessness. She shared that she wished things were different at home.

        I asked, “What would ‘different’ look like?”

        Ella said, “I want to feel comfortable talking to my parents about what is going on with me. Well, really, my mom. I want to be able to talk to her about how I am feeling. We just don’t do that. It kinda feels like it’s all business at home. We talk about school and what I need to get done, but we don’t talk about how I am really doing. I guess it would be nice if I could feel emotionally close to my mother.”

        Ella wasn’t the first teen I’ve heard say this. Many teens who come to my office tell me, “We don’t talk about how we feel at home. I would like to feel closer to both of my parents.”

        The primary attachment between child and parent is the most critical. It feels natural for a teen to want to reach out to their parents for all sorts of questions and support in times of distress. Yet if we do not prepare the groundwork of open communication, which includes talking about feelings, communication attempts can bring hesitation and fear. That means teens begin sitting in tough feelings alone, which can be hard, confusing, and sometimes scary. Teens are left holding all their emotions themselves.

        I asked Ella if she wanted my help to share her desire to be closer emotionally with her mother. She said yes. Her willingness to ask for this help was courageous. It speaks to the strong desire teens have for emotionally close relationships with their parents.

        I then asked her, “How do you envision my support? Do you want to tell her with my support during a session? Would you like me to start the conversation while in a session with your mother? Or do you want me to share this without you in the room?”

        Ella wanted me to talk with her mother without her being present. When teens respond with, “Please share with me, not in the room,” they usually don’t see how it would be possible to talk about their feelings with their parents.

        I always offer these scenarios to give clients control over sharing openly with their parents, letting it be on their terms. I am always sending the message that any opening in communication in our sessions is good to share with your parents.

        The most important connection a teen has is with their parents. That’s where long-lasting change and support can happen. I don’t want to be their therapist for the rest of their lives, but parents continue to be parents for life, so I ask, “Wouldn’t it be best if you could talk this way with your parents, too?”

        Of course, I think, “This is great news!” A child saying they want to share more with their parents and be emotionally closer—what could be better? I was jumping for joy at the progress that we could make now. So I emailed Ella’s mom and asked her to come in.

        Mom sits down, and I tell her, “Your daughter has shared that she wants to be comfortable sharing her feelings with you. She wants to be more emotionally close to you.”

        I could see Mom taking in what I had to say, nodding, thinking. There was a pause for a few minutes, and she said, “Okay, can you hand me a piece of paper and a pen”? I did.

        She then asked, “How do I do that?”

        I felt for Ella’s mother. We only know what we know—our experience. Ella’s mother’s experience was not one of emotional closeness with her parents growing up.

        
          The Generational Divide: Getting Comfortable Sharing Feelings

          Adolescence has always been a time when teens begin to see their parents as human. They begin to “de-idealize” them. Naturally, the loss of idealization causes some friction in communication as parents sense the shift. Beyond that traditional gap, however, I can see an even wider generational gap between teens and their parents today regarding communication.

          We have evolved in what we know to be healthy relational interactions and what our kids are watching from an early age reflects. Channels like Disney depict common preteen and teen issues and often model “best practice” interactions between parent and child in resolving those issues. Life doesn’t often go like that in the real world, but our kids get frustrated when what is happening on the screen doesn’t match what is happening at home.

          Teens have easy access to endless information, and online discussions about mental health and the widespread use of psychological lingo in our culture have made them more emotionally aware. They want to have conversations about feelings—but this can create a wedge in the parent-teen relationship for those parents who’ve grown accustomed to not sharing feelings. I became determined to help families bridge these gaps and give them the skills to communicate and connect with heart.

        

        
          Listening for a Living versus Listening to Your Child

          I listen for a living, and I absolutely love my job! I help individuals—especially teens—make sense of what they are feeling. I help them see how their emotions drive their thoughts and actions. I’m able to do this for two reasons. First, because teens allow me to, which is an amazing privilege. Second, because I provide a safe space. I’m not going to tell them they’re wrong for how they’re feeling. I don’t carry judgment for what they feel. I am just listening.

          My relationship with teens is somewhat one-sided. I use my own emotions to help guide my time with my clients. I express how I feel about them in an empathetic way, but that is where it stops. They don’t need to care for my emotions while trying to figure out their own. I don’t carry along a history of injuries from my relationship with them, making our interaction a complex dynamic of debate, blame, and defensiveness—as sometimes happens with parents.

          I provide a safe and supportive space for a client to be open and honest. They muddle through their own feelings with someone more or less holding their hand. As a result, they feel seen, heard, and validated in their own experience.

          As a parent, you have a more difficult job than a therapist in listening to and interacting with your teen. The story within your relationship with your teen can get in the way, as you undoubtedly have developed a pattern of interaction during stressful moments. As your child has their emotions, you have your own feelings to maneuver through. A therapist listening and empathizing does bring reassurance and comfort to clients. However, when you listen and reassure your teen, it brings them even more comfort. That’s thanks to the unique and powerful parent-child attachment bond.

          
            [image: Original hand sketch drawing of how to create connectedness in relationships.]
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Parents and Teens Can Learn Skills to Create Connectedness

          For Ella’s mom, I drew the original “connectedness” heart-shaped graphic—borne out of twenty years of clinical practice and my experience with hundreds of teens.

          Since it resonated with Ella’s mom, I went home that day determined to find an easier way for parents and anyone in a relationship to understand how to create a safe connection. I wanted to create something easily digestible—especially for busy parents who need different ways of absorbing information.

          Not discounting the interpersonal work involved, I knew a visual (or set of them) could help get key points across quickly while simultaneously sharing the whole picture. It is much easier to make headway toward a better and safer relationship within the parent-child relationship than in any other type of relationship.

          As I began sharing the infographics with clients and speaking about connectedness at nonprofit organizations, mental health clinics, and school districts, I continued to refine the content. I have used many iterations of the graphics with parents and have seen a difference in how they relate to their children.

          After their parents use these tools, teens in my office say things like “Mom hugged me today,” “My parents really listened and just didn’t lecture me,” or “They apologized to me.” I might even hear “My parents are changing for me.”

          From parents, I hear “My kiddo listens and connects with me now,” “We have many things to bond over now, so we fight much less often,” or “I can’t believe I have my teen back.”

          In the beginning, I wanted some tools that would complement therapy. As time passed, I began to see their value. I realized to reach more parents, the next step was to write a book that encompasses the concepts behind the graphics.

        

      

      
        What You Can Expect in This Book

        The Parent-Teen Connection is designed to help you cultivate the feeling of connectedness with your teen. Ella’s story shares a teen’s desire to be emotionally close to her mother. Her mother shared the same desire but was unsure how to relate better with her teen, which brought emotional closeness. Many parents and teens are looking for closer connections; this is just one story. It may be your story too.

        I used the word teen throughout this book to be concise, but teen should be considered synonymous with preteen and young adult. Adolescence ranges from ages ten to nineteen. The young adult age range is from fifteen to twenty-four. Ideally, the earlier we practice these concepts, the better, but there’s a lifetime of influence between parents and their offspring. The overall concepts in this book are universal. However, modifications may be required in certain circumstances for a neurodiverse individual. Additionally, the terms mom and dad are used throughout the book. However, families come in all shapes and sizes. A teen could have two moms or two dads. There are both single dads and single moms. Grandparents, aunts, or uncles may be the primary parents. Families are also not necessarily biologically related. The term primary caregiver applies whenever mom or dad is written. There are many stories in this book about families, teens, and parents. Each person’s name and identity has been changed to protect their privacy. All the stories of my family are true.

        This book will show how to build trust with teens and strengthen your “felt connection.” While critical to our ability to thrive, this feeling is almost in danger of extinction today.

        Chapter 1 provides an overview of the connectedness concept. As you will learn, connectedness is a felt sense that is associated with a secure attachment.

        Chapter 2 details why belonging is critical to your teen’s mental health. While parents often assume their children feel like they belong at home, the reality is that many teens feel like outsiders in every setting today. I’ll show you how to approach this delicate topic purposefully.

        Chapter 3 explores communication, looking at typical patterns and frustrations between parents and their teens. We look at what’s going on beyond the words said.

        Chapters 4 and 5 delve deep into self-reflection, looking through an attachment theory lens at your past and present. We’ll examine various influences that affect your parenting and communication styles today.

        Chapter 6 looks at what might be going on between you and your teen and provides a framework to break down your patterns of interaction.

        Chapter 7 explores external influences on teens and parents. I talk about the heightened pressure teens face today and will explore the nuances of mental health considering the “always on,” hyperconnected world—including news, media, and social media. I’ll offer some suggestions for setting healthy boundaries in this area.

        Chapter 8 looks at the parents’ relationship—whether married or divorced—and how conflict can impact your teen in many ways, including a secure attachment.

        Chapter 9 concludes the book by looking at vulnerability as a stepping-stone to emotional transparency as well as illustrating how transparency and connectedness relate.

        I wish you all the best in cultivating a strong connection with your teen that lasts a lifetime.
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Chapter 1


        Connectedness

      

      
        Parenting. No Pressure, Right?

        Every day as a parent is like the first day of a new job. Once you think you have it figured out, something changes. Your kid moves on to another stage of development, and you must pivot to meet their newest needs.

        
          [image: An image of a heartfelt connection between parent and teen.]

        

        Kids have specific ways of being (their nature), but how you interact with them (your nurture) makes a significant impact on their development. Nurturing a child’s development even impacts how certain biological aspects play out. Just as a seed holds potential for growth, that seed must be nurtured to bloom into a flower. Your teen needs daily nurturing through an emotional connection with you. How you “are” with your children impacts their well-being.

        Parenting—from birth into adulthood—is an enormous role. Being your kid’s mom or dad is just the beginning. You become their nurturer, safety monitor, moral compass, strategic planner, nutritionist, emotional nurse, confidant, taxi driver, chef, alarm clock, taskmaster, financial supporter, mentor, reality check, and cheerleader.

        It can seem overwhelming, but the good news is you don’t have to be a perfect parent. You don’t have to be perfect in any of your relationships. The most essential thing in relationships is to cultivate connectedness.

        The connection between a primary caregiver (usually a parent) and a child is typically the most critical connection the child will ever have. It’s so much more than your child knowing you love them.

        When adolescents talk about their relationship with their parents, they say, “I know they love me—they do a lot for me—but I am not sure how they really feel about me.” Parents do so much for their kids, and these actions do demonstrate love. However, often these labors of love are accompanied by stress and exasperation.

        Often, I have parents do an exercise: write a letter to your child about how you feel about them and what you think of them. I read it in session to my clients. The response from my clients is essentially the same: “I had no idea they felt that way about me!” or “They see me that way?” I see such joy on their faces. It’s one of the most powerful exercises.

        People have many misconceptions about how others view them; kids question and make assumptions about how their parents think and feel about them. In close relationships, it is hard to believe these misconceptions go unverified because they impact each person involved and the relationship as a whole. Teens need to have approval and unconditional love from their parents. That approval isn’t just about what they accomplish or produce but about who they are.

        
          One Thing I’ve Learned in My Twenty Years as a Therapist

          I have listened to the concerns of teens and young adults for more than two decades. Their relationships with their parents are a primary focus of our conversations. I may not have all the answers. What I do know is that we all thrive when feeling connectedness with one another. In twenty years of clinical practice observation, I’ve seen countless teens develop more open relationships with their parents, but it requires a conscious effort to foster connectedness.

        

        Depending on what you read, there are somewhere between four and twenty-five parenting theories, and parenting advice has varied widely over the years. There was a time when parents used intimidation and kids feared their parents. Then Dr. Benjamin Spock, heavily influenced by Sigmund Freud’s work, encouraged parents to move away from intimidation and instead shower kids with attention and affection. The approach was later criticized for being overly permissive. As a parent, you’ve no doubt witnessed how other “experts” have subsequently proposed parenting models that shape generational trends. We’ve all seen helicopter parents hover and heard of the snowplow or lawnmower parents who seek to remove all obstacles from their children.

        
          Parenting: My First Day on the Job

          I remember looking down at my firstborn in the middle of the night while she was crying on the changing table. I recall telling myself, “It is all up to me. This little person’s life is in my hands. I can’t mess this up.”

          From there, I thought, “Do I know how to raise this little person into adulthood? I have motherly instincts, but are they the right instincts? Do I know how to be a parent? Do I know what I am doing?”

          First day on the job, and I didn’t even know how to change a diaper! The panic of getting it right quickly set in.

          Being a parent is the most important job you will ever have. No pressure, right?

          And new pressures surface seemingly every day—well into adolescence.

        

        So what’s the approach to take that won’t “mess up” your teen?

        A parent-child relationship flourishes when it allows for openness and mutual respect, giving a feeling of being both understood and valued. This relationship feels safe and secure, so both parent and child can be more transparent and ultimately feel true connectedness.

        This all might sound impossible. Your kids being “open and transparent” with you? Even as teenagers? Yes, it is possible.

        The parent-child relationship is the most important connection. It can make all the difference in how teens view themselves. It’s biological. And irrefutable. Your children look to you to tell them how they fit into this world. How you interact with them largely dictates how they feel about themselves.

        The teenage years are when they learn how to relate to others in a relationship. They create the relationship dance that sets the tone for future relationships. They learn how to deal with life’s stresses and challenges and how to ask for what they need and gain support from those close to them.

        In a time when the world can feel particularly chaotic and unsafe, more than ever, kids need a safe landing place. That place needs to be in the parent-child relationship. That place is in your home, not just in their room by themselves.

        Connections with family, peers, and community significantly impact human development. Researchers have found that connectedness with at least one parent helps teens “experience fewer emotional problems, fewer suicide attempts, less conduct disorders, better school performance, higher self-esteem, and less involvement in violence and substance use.”1 In addition, “youth who felt more connected to parents reported lower levels of depressive symptoms.”2

      

      
        Creating a Sense of Connectedness at Home

        Connectedness directly impacts your mental health, physical well-being, and resilience in dealing with life stressors. It is a safety net, giving you someone to reach out to for comfort during difficult times. It provides you with a sense that you aren’t alone.

        
          
            How I Define Connectedness within Family

          

          Connectedness is a feeling of emotional closeness with another who truly knows, accepts, cares for, and values us. There is warmth and responsiveness in the relationship that feels safe and reassuring. It positively impacts our self-worth and gives us the confidence to be open, explore, and grow by initiating new experiences.

        

        While the modern world hyperconnects people in a certain sense—through digital platforms, text, videos, social apps, and so on—communication between two people has increasingly become asynchronous. When this happens, you lose the sense of shared emotion found when communicating in real life.

        While we may feel more connected than ever due to technological advances, we are actually lonelier than ever. US Surgeon General Vivek Murthy’s May 2023 report warned that the epidemic of loneliness and isolation stems from a lack of connection, noting, “Our epidemic of loneliness and isolation has been an underappreciated public health crisis that has harmed individual and societal health. Our relationships are a source of healing and well-being hiding in plain sight—one that can help us live healthier, more fulfilled, and more productive lives.”3

        Figuring out how to tackle this loneliness epidemic and the current state of adolescent mental health can feel overwhelming. Family influence is more than a solution—it is essential. Curing the loneliness epidemic begins with the parent-child connection.

        The family unit is spending less and less time together due to families spreading out geographically, high divorce rates, rising costs of living that cause both parents to work more, an increase in technology use as a means to connect, and higher demands on youths’ time in academics and extracurricular activities. With all the competing demands on time, families must proactively block out more time for one another. Family time may feel low on the priority list, but less time spent as a family unit means less frequent emotional connection. Every human needs this kind of genuine connection for physical and mental well-being. That includes your teen(s).

        As shared in the introduction, the idea for the connectedness graphics originated as a precursor to this book to help families create stronger emotional bonds. Emotional closeness between parent and child is not just what is theoretically needed during this loneliness epidemic; it is what teens in therapy are asking from their parents. A cultural shift is needed, and it begins at home.

      

      
        
Building Trust in the Parent-Teen Relationship

        Parents can cultivate a home environment with a strong sense of connectedness, and that starts with building trust. Any relationship requires trust before each person can feel safe and secure. Trust is a necessary anchor that secures any relationship.

        Let’s first look at what builds parent-infant trust. Psychologist and psychoanalyst John Bowlby studied the development of the early childhood years, specifically looking at the parent-child relationship through an attachment lens. He noticed that a parent’s attunement and consistent attentiveness would create a secure bond. He noted that a lack of this would create insecure bonds.

        Developmental psychologist Mary Ainsworth built on Bowlby’s work, conducting experiments identifying four primary attachment styles—secure, anxious, avoidant, and disorganized.

      

      
        Building Trust in the Parent-Teen Relationship

        Several fundamental components foster this process of building trust, including creating a sense of belonging within your family and communicating effectively, which means sharing emotions, talking about feelings, and engaging in self-reflection to do that.

        These elements—belonging, communicating, and self-reflection—provide security and understanding in the relationship. Once present, they allow us to be open and transparent with one another. When you are transparent in your relationships, you feel more emotionally close, creating a sense of connectedness.

        Continually making it safe for your kids to be emotionally transparent with you builds trust. As teens constantly face new changes within themselves—cognitively, emotionally, and physically—they also face changes in their environment. When you are emotionally present to support, reassure, and comfort them, they can more openly communicate with you about their ongoing challenges.

        Every day, teens are learning new material in their classes. They are trying to figure out how to live in their own rapidly changing bodies. Teens’ social worlds present them daily with new situations to resolve. Now social media further complicates their lives.

        Think of how you feel on the first day of a new job as an adult. You don’t know much of anything. It’s a new experience you are taking in and learning how to navigate. Change brings feelings of confusion, insecurity, and uncertainty. Yet in time, you will find your way. Your teen(s) will also flourish in time, so long as you parent mindfully and continually create psychological safety.

        
          The Broken Christmas Ornament: Building Trust Early

          One year at Christmas, I remember finding a broken ornament under the tree. I asked my youngest, who was five and standing nearby at the time, “Who broke this ornament?”

          She said, “My sister.”

          Her sister was nineteen at the time. (I am laughing right now, thinking that she even thought to blame her sister, who was a decade and a half older . . . unlikely!)

          I paused, took a deep breath, and said, “You won’t get in trouble for breaking the ornament, but you will get a consequence for not telling the truth.”

          As expected, she came clean.

          I always made it a point to let all my kids know that messing up wasn’t going to get them in trouble. What could a five-year-old do that would really warrant severe consequences anyway?

          Honestly, my main goals were to ensure my kids (1) could take responsibility for their mistakes instead of blaming external factors or other people and (2) could come to me whenever they messed up. Even if trust is broken, it can be repaired in a loving relationship.

        

        Even if you build strong trust with your kids early on, the bad news is this: Your teen is going to break the trust you’ve built at some point. And it might hurt.

        Where teens are in their brain development causes them to push boundaries, take risks, and try what is unthinkable to you. They are at a disadvantage. Their brains are telling them to venture out and try new things. Meanwhile, they haven’t yet developed problem-solving capabilities and impulse regulation skills. A lack of skills is not an excuse for poor behavior—consequences will still exist for poor choices. Keeping developmental stages in mind may lessen the blow of them breaking your trust.

        Trust between a parent and child is a relational necessity. The parent-child relationship is the first of many relationships kids will have—the first time they learn to trust another human. Parents need to ensure they are a trusting and reliable force in their kids’ lives—even in the adolescent years. For a parent, it can feel like walking on a tightrope trying to balance positive connections while delivering demands.

        We need to make sure we are not alienating our teens. A trusting relationship feels safe, accepting, and open. Building trust takes thoughtfulness, care, and self-reflection to maintain in the parent-child relationship, as it does in any other relationship.

        One recent study looked at the link between teen anxiety and depression and the quality of the parent-teen connection. The connection included trust and communication with parents during the adolescent years (sixth grade to twelfth grade). Study coauthor Dr. Suniya Luthar reported, “Increases in alienation from both parents and decreasing trust between children and their mothers were related to higher levels of anxiety in grade 12. Depressive symptoms in grade 12 were also predicted by increasing alienation and decreasing trust with mothers during the high school years.”4

        The inability to trust causes uncertainty and instability. It evokes an uneasiness that you can’t put your finger on. When trust is not present, a teen can’t feel completely comfortable and will start to disconnect. Lack of confidence in another’s reliability leads to distress, feeling unsafe, and questioning how the other person will react or respond.

        You aren’t free to be transparent about your feelings or be who you are at your core when trust doesn’t exist. The same is true for how your teen feels. Uncertainty breaks the bond between a parent and teen, which prevents essential moments of secure bonding and building personal worth, competency, and interdependence.

        When you think about it, children are in the most vulnerable position. They have little control over their lives and rely on their parents for emotional and physical care. Parents teach their teens whether it is safe to rely on someone else and to be emotionally close to others.

        Dr. Sue Johnson’s book Attachment Theory in Practice summarizes the parenting process like this: “We decide with caregivers what we can see and name, what will happen when we are lonely and afraid, whether it is best to voice or stifle our vulnerability, and how best to get a response from others. These scenarios are then written in our neurons and neural networks and become automatic; they are simply who we are!”5

        Openness is necessary for close and meaningful relationships and a feeling of connectedness. Connectedness is a protective factor against anxiety, depression, and loneliness.

        Building a sense of trust in your home and within your family unit is a necessity for closeness and your teen’s well-being. There is no way around it.

        Ideally, teenagers develop a strong trust that begets an internal monologue that sounds something like this:

        
          “I trust my parents will . . .

          
            	• know how to parent me.”

            	• take care of my physical needs.”

            	• understand and care for my emotional needs.”

            	• respond to me in an empathetic way.”

            	• show me what a healthy relationship feels like.”

          

          “I trust that I . . .

          
            	• remain a priority in my parents’ lives, even as I reach adulthood.”

            	• can express how I am feeling such that my parents will listen to, comfort, and reassure me.”

          

        

        This is what teens need, and it’s a parent’s responsibility to provide a sense of trust that encompasses these ideals.

      

      
        
Attachment, Co-regulating, and the Parent-Child Volley

        As a parent, you are your kid’s primary attachment figure. Your parenting even has a biological effect on brain development. A child’s experiences, both positive and negative, impact not only your child’s academic growth but their emotional development. Emotional development includes how kids learn to feel, express, and regulate emotions. As Professor Karine Dubois-Comtois and colleagues shared in the Journal of Child and Adolescent Behavior, “Attachment becomes a state of mind which guides adolescents’ behavior and thought, as well as stress regulation strategies.”6

        Philip A. Fisher, a senior fellow at Harvard University’s Center on the Developing Child, describes parent-child interactions as “serve and return”7—like a tennis match, a child may “serve” up an emotion, such as distress or excitement, and if the parent responds in a warm and emotionally available way, that’s a “return.” This kind of “parent-child volley” occurs and evolves throughout childhood (zero to seven years).

        For example, an infant’s way of communicating any need to a parent is through crying. A little later, it becomes developmentally possible for them to communicate verbally. Parents use verbal exchanges as coaching moments, and the child uses them as observational learning of the expression of needs. If the environment is safe—if “serves” are regularly returned—a child can express their feelings and needs more clearly. Parents are then even better able to respond. However, if the parent misses a “serve,” the child may feel unsafe to share. When the cycle breaks, the child’s brain architecture changes accordingly.

        Child-parent “serve and return” literally shapes neurocircuitry. Dr. Fisher’s research has found that electrical signals in the brain form circuits that either strengthen over time through repeated use . . . or fade through pruning.

        These kinds of reciprocal interactions have been shown to have huge positive effects on a child’s development in the near term. In the long term, they affect a child’s prosperity and well-being throughout the lifespan. Even something seemingly simple, such as basic cooing back and forth between caregivers and children, represents a volley that ultimately makes a big difference in a child’s emotional state. The volley creates a willingness to share and bond with others throughout life.

        
          
            “Serve and Return”: Observing Parenting Volleys at Different Stages

          

          Moments of “serve and return” between parent and child never go away. We need to volley with our teens as we did when they were infants.

          
            
              
                	
                  Toddler

                
                	
                  Teenager

                
              

            
            
              
                	
                  Parent: [Reading a book] “The farmer said hello to the cow.”

                  Child: “Coo.”

                  Parent: “Is that the farmer?”

                  Child: “Coo.” [Points to a cow]

                  Parent: [Makes eye contact, smiles, and uses an encouraging voice and inviting pitch that positively reinforces nonverbals] “Oh, that’s the cow.”

                  Child: “Ga.”

                
                	
                  Parent: “What’s going on in your world?”

                  Teen: “Not much.”

                  Parent: “Not much, huh?”

                  Teen: “Yeah.”

                  Parent: “Yeah.” [Nods, pauses, establishes eye contact, observes] “You sound a little low.”

                  Teen: “Yeah.” [Long pause] “I’m not sure if I want to go to the game.”

                  Parent: “Mm-hmm.” [Listening nonreactively, staying present in the moment]

                  Teen: “Well, I’ve been thinking about what to do . . .”

                  Parent: [Verbalizing commitment to just listen, maintaining eye contact] “Okay, I’m here to listen.”

                
              

            
          

        

        A trust-building “serve and return” might be easier to accomplish during your child’s early years. At that time, they are more transparent in needing something from you. They cry, and you tell yourself it must be one or more of three things: they need to eat, get a diaper changed, or be soothed by you holding them and rocking.

        As your kids get older, the “serve” isn’t as obvious. It looks different. You once again must use your intuition to assess their changing needs. It may seem they aren’t serving the ball at all . . . or that they are rapidly and haphazardly flinging balls across the court to you.

        A lot of baseline changes are going on for adolescents. They can feel awkward and unsure of themselves. They may tend to go inward and close off. They are navigating the social world and dealing with more pressures than ever. Insecurities can arise due to these changes. Teens are trying to figure out where they fit within their peer group—where they belong in life.

        Too often, parents don’t ask, don’t listen, and don’t recognize the “serve.” They may compare a situation to a memory of their own teenage years, make assumptions, or otherwise minimize the teen’s current experience.

        Parents may seek to “problem-solve” rather than listen, or they may become instructional, give a lecture, or micromanage. They may not respect the teenager’s growing autonomy and decision-making ability. These approaches obliterate trust.

        When already overwhelmed teens find home life stressful or contentious, they may shut down or rise up in conflict. These reactions represent an effort to maintain their stability and to keep themselves safe. They can feel lost navigating it all. They may feel they can no longer reach out to their primary attachment figures (their parents) to sort it all out.

        Additionally, natural defense systems may cause a “serve” to be returned by the parent in a way that causes conflict. A teen may feel like the parent has begun pelting them with a series of “return aces.” In the long term, the kid stops serving.

        As your kids grow and develop, you must continually build trust so they will come to you when they are struggling. You want them to remain transparent, serving up signals like when they cried out as infants. You want them to reach out to you with their psychological stress.

        Building trust happens by creating a sense of belonging and paying attention to how you communicate. What you communicate about can create feelings of safety and understanding (or not). Every parent must continually self-reflect and then take all the steps needed to build trust.

        Barriers to belonging are also injuries to the attachment between parent and child. Everyone has strategies to protect themselves from being hurt. When you’ve been hurt by others’ rejection, judgment, and criticism, you feel you don’t belong. Coping strategies may include withdrawing, rising up and defending, or doing anything possible to get positive or negative attention. When your teen becomes defensive, instead of defending yourself or delivering a consequence, be curious.

        When you can create an environment where you feel safe and can be open, kids get into a pattern of serving up. You get into the habit of returning. Yes, it is a little more emotional work to return a teenager’s mood swings, verbal jabs, and loaded glances without getting upset than to return a baby’s coos and cries. However, once you know the game, “serve and return” becomes a continuous cycle that feels good to both parties.

        Being your kid’s primary attachment figure also means you have an incredible ability to comfort them. When they are infants, you comfort them mainly through co-regulating tasks. You soothed your infant with movement, sounds, and physical touch—such as rocking, humming, singing, and cuddling. You anticipated and read their cues and learned to take specific actions to comfort them. Parents’ responsiveness regulates emotions by bringing security to their children. Over time, this cultivates a “secure attachment.” Eventually, with enough serves and returns, the child feels, “My parents are consistently there for me. I will get what I need. I feel safe.”

        This idea of co-regulating that brings secure attachment (and the warm feeling of connectedness) can still happen into adolescence and adulthood; it just looks slightly different. With secure attachment during adolescence, the “serve-return” consistency is achieved through parents’ sensitivity, attunement, and emotional closeness.8

        Physical closeness—touch such as hugs, kisses, and cuddling on the couch—still exists. Yet as the teenage brain develops, parents’ comfort and reassurance occur through emotional connection too. The “return” in adolescence requires parents to become more sensitive to what teens are experiencing emotionally. You must listen more carefully, understand more intuitively, and relate more thoughtfully to really “get” what your teen may be going through.

        You can talk to your kids about their feelings, be there to listen, and spend time cultivating the relationship. These actions co-regulate, calming a teens central nervous system. This effort will bring emotional safety and foster stronger emotional connections.

      

      
        
Takeaway: Parenting Teens Presents Opportunities for Comfort and Growth

        During adolescence, teens start spending more time with their peers and less time with their parents, but parents still are the major influence on their children. The parent-child attachment is imperative for their growth and mental well-being.

        Conflict can increase during adolescence. Instead of viewing this conflict as rebellion, parents need to understand their teen is exerting independence, venturing out, and exploring. Parents who remain open and work to understand their teen show commitment to the relationship. It is an opportunity to teach and build trust.

        Beyond co-regulating, the volley provides a way to handle conflict. This serve-and-return process allows both parent and teen to feel seen, heard, and validated. Volleying provides you the structure to proceed through difficult or sensitive parent-teen interactions.

        Emotional connections bring feelings of security and comfort—the idea that someone will always be there for us as needed. Teens (and all adults, for that matter) grow more confident when they experience this feeling of connectedness behind secure attachment.

        Teens become more likely to try new things and stand on their own when they know someone will always be beside them. Everyone wants to feel someone has their back—no matter what. No one wants to feel alone emotionally.

        This leads us to the subject of chapter 2, belonging.

      

      
        Chapter 1 Reflection: Parent-Teen Connection

        
          	• What do you imagine your teen’s current experience is in their relationship with you?

          	• What experience do you want for your teen in their relationship with you?

        

      

    

  
    
      
        
Chapter 2


        Belonging

      

      
        A Biological Need to Cultivate Belonging

        A human biological need for belonging is what drives you to connect with others. Teens try to connect to “find their people” among their peers, to find where they feel like they most belong. In teens’ social climate today, this task is met with an abundance of rejection. It’s not like the days when you were silently searching for your sense of belonging among your peers while at school, in sports, or in other extracurricular activities. Now it’s a 24/7 mission. Social media is a constant indicator of whether teens belong or not. They continually face questions like “Will I be blocked, ghosted, or taken off someone’s story?” “Am I included in the latest event?” “Am I going to be accepted?” or “Will I belong . . . today?”

        You as a parent have minimal control over whether your kids find their people outside your home. But you can impact their sense of belonging at home. It is a safety net that is essential for their well-being.

        Being part of a family doesn’t automatically give a child the feeling of belonging. You have to cultivate it.

        Thinking of where a person belongs, the image of “home” may come to mind. That seems logical, but it isn’t always the case. For many, home can actually feel unsafe. Parents need to be conscious of how their kids feel and how they interact with their kids. Regardless of a parent’s intentions, barriers to a teen’s felt sense of belonging include judgmentalness, criticism, teasing, lack of attunement, and verbal and nonverbal aggression.

        You may assume your kids naturally feel they belong at home as part of your family unit, but you can verify these assumptions. It is the teen’s own experience of a situation that matters most to them, just as your experience matters most to you. It’s possible to improve the way you signal to your teens “You belong here” by observing your interactions and asking them how they feel.

        
          [image: Benefits of belonging graphic.]

          
            Benefits of belonging

          

        

        You feel at home where you can breathe a sigh of relief, be yourself, and not worry about being accepted or rejected. You want a refuge from the chaotic world and respite from a difficult day. You want a place that feels full of warm and loving connections. Everyone craves such a place.

        Teens especially need home to be a place where they feel they belong—where they feel safe from rejection. The need to belong at home applies regardless of race, ethnicity, culture, socioeconomic condition, gender identity, or religious orientation. It is one thing all humans have in common.

        Creating a sense of belonging at home needs to be a continual, conscious task. According to a recent study in the European Journal of Investigation in Health, Psychology and Education, “People have a fundamental need for a psychological and emotional feeling to belong to someone and something that they hold dear.”1 The biological need to sense belonging to a primary caregiver too often goes unmet. No matter the biological relation of family members, everyone must actively work to foster belonging.

        
          Defining a Sense of Belonging at Home

          Belongingness brings a feeling of warmth and comfort. You feel you belong when you can let go of pretense and just be yourself. Teens likewise feel most accepted when they can be their true selves—exposing all parts of themselves, even the messy parts. They want to feel seen and heard. They want to feel included, respected, and valued. They may make mistakes, but they don’t have to wonder if others approve of the person they are. There is no doubt that they “fit in.” Belonging happens in predictable, familiar, and safe environments.

          Teens want to feel connected, part of a bigger whole. They feel acceptance for who they are—and even for who they are not.

          The family of origin is the first place children experience a relationship. Children learn many behaviors indirectly—from simple observations of their relationships with their parents. They take that experience into every relationship they have in the future. When they have a sense of belonging in their family of origin, they can better identify and create it in their relationships outside their home. Parents lead this ongoing task. It may not always seem like it, but children witness and mimic their parents’ established (or absent) sense of belonging at home. Kids model what they see and enter their community equipped to find and develop a sense of belonging with peers—or not.

          One study looking at the role of family belonging reported, “Adolescents’ sense of family belonging is predictive of belonging to the peer and school context. . . . Previous studies . . . have acknowledged the importance of family relationships for children’s capacity to develop strong and positive relationships with others outside the family.”2

          Secure attachment comes from a warm, loving, nurturing environment. Securely attached children have a deep sense of belonging, which leads to a feeling of connectedness.

          As reported in the Journal of Marriage and Family, “An adolescent’s perception of family belonging will be influenced by the quality of relationships that exist between family members. Although all family relationships have the potential to contribute to a child’s sense of belonging, relationships with parents are likely to be key.”3

          Secure attachment typically develops between ages zero and seven years (infancy and early childhood). However, the need for a secure attachment between parent and child never goes away. It must be continually cultivated. The daily process of cultivating attachment in later years (eight to twenty-five years) builds on components learned in the early years, but there are distinct differences in this process. This makes sense given the challenges kids face as they grow. Parental support must also evolve during the emotional and cognitive maturing process.

          In other social constructs, you can have a sense of belonging without secure attachment—there are nuances. Yet in the parent-child relationship, it’s clear that you need belonging for secure attachment.

        

        
          Why a Sense of Belonging Matters

          “Belonging” is foundational. It’s a biological need. Historically, people banished from their group or “tribe” could not survive. People will always need one another for companionship, to abate loneliness, for physical and mental well-being, and to care for one another. Humans are relational, and life is meant to be shared.4

          Creating a sense of belonging is something parents often overlook but can learn to facilitate consciously. Additionally, a sense of belonging at home increases feelings of altruism, generates loyalty, and provides an atmosphere where the much-needed skill of empathy can be cultivated. Paying attention to whether our kids feel like they belong at home holds enormous benefits.

          Given that parents represent the most significant influence in a child’s life, it only makes sense that belonging to their family of origin would be the greatest need of belonging. Children long for a secure bond with their parents. Belonging means identifying with a group and feeling safe within that group. When teens identify with their family of origin and feel they belong, it strongly enhances their well-being.

          Belongingness is a protective factor. It fosters resilience. Sensing that you aren’t alone in navigating life’s challenges brings security. Family remains the central influence in teens’ lives—showing them whether and how they belong.

        

        
          
Ensuring Your Teens Feel They Belong at Home

          Ensuring kids feel like they belong at home starts with unconditional acceptance, as indicated above. Your teen needs to know you value them for who they are at their core. They do best when they know your feelings for them do not depend on their choices. When they understand how you feel about them doesn’t change because they make a mistake. Unconditional acceptance builds a child’s self-worth. And isn’t building self-worth a big part of parenting?

          Showing your teen they have your unconditional acceptance matters because at some point, your teen will make a poor choice, mess up, and fall short of your expectations. Please remember they are learning, and their growth largely depends on trial and error. The fact is, they should mess up while in their parents’ care. It allows parents to catch them, help them navigate, and ensure they still feel loved and accepted through it all. Providing unconditional acceptance through missteps allows teens to learn from their mistakes and gain better decision-making skills (problem-solving). Perhaps more importantly, they learn it is okay to make a mistake. A future mistake won’t make them feel worthless or send them into a state of panic, worrying they have messed up. Acceptance brings self-compassion and kindness in the light of an error. It builds resilience.

          Please keep in mind that unconditional acceptance doesn’t mean failing to give natural consequences when teens’ behavior warrants them. Parents still guide teens to achieve and reach their goals. Unconditional acceptance simply means that parents love their children at all times, and this feeling doesn’t depend on a teen’s ability to mold themselves into any specific expectation.

          Your acceptance of them may not always seem more important than the acceptance of their peers, but it is. In a teen’s mind, their parents know them best. You have known your children longer than anyone else and have seen their ups, downs, highs, lows, embarrassing moments, triumphs, and disappointments. Parents have the rare gift to show kids they are accepted entirely, including the parts they may not like about themselves.
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