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THE 
EVERYTHING®
 PARENT'S GUIDE TO

THE DEFIANT CHILD 

Dear Reader, 

We’ve written this book to help parents like you understand and manage defiant behavior, whether it’s due to “nature” or “nurture” or some combination of both causes. In fact, parents may not realize that some defiant children have a real diagnosable condition called Oppositional Defiance Disorder, or ODD.

Along the way, you’ll encounter the mantra for Dr. Kathy’s practice: “I love you too much to let you do . . . .” It’s a key way to protect kids from dangerous situations and behaviors while letting them know you love them and are acting in their best interests. Dr. Kathleen Nickerson is a licensed clinical psychologist in private practice in Newport Beach, California, and has created innovative ways of helping people with emotional issues online via FeelBetterNetwork.com.

We hope that this book gives you “everything” you need to cope and to help your child in a loving, informed way.
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WELCOME TO THE
EVERYTHING®
PARENT'S GUIDE TO

Everything® Parent’s Guides are a part of the bestselling Everything® series and cover common parenting issues like childhood illnesses and tantrums, as well as medical conditions like asthma and juvenile diabetes. These family-friendly books are designed to be a one-stop guide for parents. If you want authoritative information on specific topics not fully covered in other books, Everything® Parent’s Guides are your perfect solution.
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Important snippets of information 
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Quick handy tips 
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Answers to common questions 




When you’re done reading, you can finally say you know EVERYTHING ®! 
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de•fi•ant (de,d [image: s]-fi'- [image: s]nt) adj.

The behavior or attitude of opposition or obstinacy; unwilling to yield.


Introduction 

Today, parents often struggle on their own to cope with the myriad issues that were usually absorbed, managed, and healed by a larger family unit in the past. Kids left to fend for themselves, or who bounce from one adult’s care to another, or whose extended families are scattered around the country, are more likely to encounter tough emotional issues, and have fewer adults ready to help them cope.

Defiant behavior is one of these issues, so if your child is aggressively or passively defying your attempts to help him develop into a healthy, caring adult with skills for academic, professional, and interpersonal success, chances are you’re feeling burned out, frustrated, and alone, even if you have an actively involved partner. That’s the hard part about living in the twenty-first century. But there’s a silver lining—keep reading.

There is more to being an effective parent and solving this problem than trying harder, giving more, staying up later, and stretching your resources further. You need to understand what could be factoring into your child’s behavior, learn proven tips and strategies, and then rethink your approach so that you can work smarter, not harder, within your limits and constraints. In the twenty-first century, there is a wealth of information to help you do this.

As you’ll discover in this book, there are dozens, if not hundreds of factors that can lead to defiant behavior, from your child’s age to an easily crossed frustration threshold to a traumatic experience, and many more. Some of these issues, such as hearing problems, are easily found and nearly as easily improved. Other problems, such as anxiety, are more of a puzzle, and may take more management on your part to resolve, but they can be addressed, improved, and sometimes completely treated. What’s more, many treatment styles are available to fit each unique child’s situation.

Finally, there’s another amazing characteristic of life in the twenty-first century: a large population. With six billion people on the planet, commonalities abound. Researchers are having a field day running data through their computers, and you and your child benefit. How? Because now there is enough information for researchers to say for very specific problems: “These programs work. These programs don’t. These medications work. These medications don’t.” Are there errors and gray areas? Yes, but not as many as there used to be. So, you may feel alone, but there are thousands of other parents just like you, with the same questions and worries, and with children who need a little extra support and guidance.

With each passing year, research is giving people a clearer picture of humanity and how to solve common human problems. Child psychology is an area of intense research that has been reviewed for the content you’re about to read. Use the information in this book to rethink your child’s life and your own parenting style, and apply the tips to make simple yet powerful changes with the goal of raising a happier, healthier child who is comfortable with himself and possesses the skills to meet life’s challenges.


CHAPTER 1
What Is Defiance?

Because parenting styles and individual children’s personalities vary widely, it’s not always easy to tell if a child’s oppositional behavior is just a short phase that’s a normal part of development, a purposeful habit, or part of a condition that needs closer attention. Parents are often concerned about being too rigid and wonder what they should put up with and what they should let slide. Understanding the nature of defiance and its future implications will help you understand your child’s situation and how to help in a loving way.

Defiance in Action 

Like many social and psychological problems, defiant behavior appears to have become more prevalent in recent years. Whether that increase is a result of more frequent labeling or an actual increase in defiant behavior, no one is exactly sure, but psychologists do have more information on defiance and have found more effective ways of correcting it.

This prevalence has influenced the psychological and legal communities to create their own definitions of defiance. Let’s take a look at how they understand defiance, and what defiance looks like in different environments.

Psychological Definition 

Psychologists consider defiant behavior to be a recurring pattern of defiant or oppositional behavior directed toward parents, teachers, or other authority figures. It is categorized as an “externalizing” issue, meaning it is concerned with the child’s behavior toward others. In other words, defiance is a problem because it affects the child’s relationships with others, especially those in positions of authority. You see defiance when children interact with others, even when no words are exchanged. No wonder lay people often call defiance “acting out.”

You’ll probably be relieved to know that some defiant behavior is normal. All children learn to flex their independence muscles by testing limits and while they’re at it, their parents’ threadbare nerves. Defiance is oppositional behavior. However, psychologists have identified an externalizing disorder called Oppositional Defiance Disorder (ODD), which needs more formalized treatment.
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There are two types of externalizing disorders, Oppositional Defiance Disorder (ODD) and Conduct Disorder (CD). Symptoms of CD are aggressive behaviors that violate others’ basic rights and significantly impair the basic functioning of an environment like home, school, or extracurricular activities. Symptoms of CD include destruction of property, harming animals, and serious violations of age-appropriate rules.

Defiant Behavior at Home 

You’ll probably see defiance most often in your own home. When defiant behavior becomes constant and unavoidable, the home can become unpleasant for everyone who lives there. In fact, parents may frequently look for ways to escape, and find they enjoy their defiant child’s company less and less.

A typical scenario: You’ve had a long day at work and come home not to rest and relax, but to prepare dinner at light speed, then monitor homework, and finally force your kids into bed before you spend your last free hour doing laundry and paying bills before falling into bed yourself. You ask your daughter in a pleasant voice, “Lauren, please set the table.”

But after a few minutes Lauren hasn’t appeared. You poke your head around the door and see she’s playing a video game with the sound turned down. She’s not supposed to be playing video games before her homework is finished! You repeat, in a more urgent tone, “Please set the table.” There’s no response until you walk over and turn off the monitor, and instead of cooperation you get a screaming tantrum that ends with kicking and “I hate you!” despite your admonitions and threats to take TV away for a week. Lauren has TV privileges revoked more often than not. All in all, it would have been easier to set the table yourself.
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Does your child have a hearing problem?
If your child doesn’t seem to hear your requests, it might be helpful to have her hearing checked at the pediatrician’s. If your child is having a hard time hearing, it could give the appearance of oppositional behavior and lead to the frustration and depression that often influence it.

Defiant Behavior in Public 

If you’ve experienced oppositional behavior at the grocery store, park, or worst of all, when you were a guest at someone else’s house, you probably wanted to crawl under a rock in embarrassment as other people turned to stare and cluck their tongues (or maybe it just felt as if they were).

Having learned to push your buttons quite well at home, Lauren might up the ante by seeing what it takes to get you riled up in public. At a birthday party for a friend one Saturday, she gets up from the table with a forkful of cake and drippy ice cream. You start with an “I” statement and follow it with a request in a low voice: “Lauren, I’m worried that ice cream will drip on the floor and make a sticky mess. Please sit down at the table.” “No!” she shouts. (No hearing problems here). “I don’t want to have to put you in time out at the party,” you explain. “Please sit down.” The cake falls on the floor and she doesn’t even make eye contact with you. “We’re going to have to leave the party,” you threaten, as she dashes outside to play on the slide, fork in hand, leaving you no choice but to follow and retrieve her.

Defiant Behavior at School 

From the time your child starts kindergarten, she’ll be at school for most of her waking hours for the rest of her childhood, leaving school authorities to deal with defiant behavior, for better or for worse. Though your daughter was once part of the advanced track, she was kicked out in eighth grade because of low grades. The low grades aren’t because she’s stupid—she has a bright mind and can get As when she wants—she just refuses to do her schoolwork.
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A great book that covers passive defiance is If My Kid’s So Nice . . . Why’s He Driving ME Crazy? written by Dr. James Sutton and published by a small press called Friendly Oaks Publications. Though the book was written several years ago, it’s a great tool for understanding kids who seem to be throwing away talent and potential.

Today, you’re called out of an important meeting because your daughter has refused to go to class at all. According to the vice principal, she’s sitting on the quad, doing nothing at all, thirty minutes after the bell. This laziness certainly wasn’t learned in your home, where both parents work full-time jobs they qualified for with advanced degrees. When the vice principal gave her a detention, she replied with a string of curse words that have now earned her a one-day suspension.

The Natural Causes of Defiance 

At the crux of many scientific debates is the age-old “nature versus nurture” question. Basically, everyone wants to know why people do what they do. Is it because they’re “born that way” or because outside influences shape them?

The jury’s still out on a decisive answer, but so far it looks like people’s behaviors are determined by both natural and environmental (nurture-related) factors. That’s certainly true for defiant behavior, though you may find your child is more influenced by one type of factor than another.

Children Whose Parents Use Drugs and Alcohol 

Drugs and alcohol are two factors that can influence defiant behavior and a host of other problems. If your child was a victim of Fetal Alcohol Syndrome or was exposed to drugs in utero or in early childhood, he might have impaired brain functioning that can be a factor in his defiant behavior.

Drugs and alcohol impair brain functioning in two ways: directly and indirectly. The substances can act directly by altering the brain’s natural chemistry, slowing down its ability to process information—not a good way for healthy thinking to develop. They act indirectly while a child is “under the influence,” because he’s losing precious time to absorb crucial information and strengthen neural pathways.

Kids Who Abuse Substances 

The same two tragic results occur when kids ingest substances on their own. As kids enter high school, the likelihood that they or their friends have tried alcohol or drugs increases. According to a study in the Bureau of Justice Statistics, about two-thirds of high school seniors have used alcohol at least once in the past year, and nearly a third have used marijuana in the same time frame.

While public awareness of these drugs has increased, it’s easy to shrug off erratic behavior as “just a phase.” If you think some strange behavior could be influenced by substance abuse (including alcohol), take action immediately. Begin by talking to your child and increasing supervision, and don’t hesitate to take your child to the hospital if you think a medical emergency is occurring.

Defiant behavior may be a factor in your child’s drug use, or drug use may be a factor in defiant behavior. Either way, drugs pose a much more immediate threat to your child’s well-being than defiant behavior in and of itself, so don’t look the other way.

Oppositional Defiance Disorder 

Kids can be born with a predisposition to ODD, so ODD can be a natural cause for defiant behavior. Briefly, ODD is a condition that interferes with a kid’s ability to function, has been going on for quite some time, and can is characterized by a short temper, frequent defiance of authorities and rules, annoying behavior, and a spiteful or angry attitude. You’ll find more detailed information on ODD in Chapter 4.
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ODD is much more common in boys than girls. According to the Handbook of Childhood Behavioral Issues, three times more boys than girls are diagnosed with ODD before puberty. After puberty, the gap closes, with rates being about equal thereafter.

Organic (Brain) Issues 

Defiant behavior can also stem from impaired brain functioning. A head injury, learning disability, or emotional or cognitive delay—anything that interferes with normal thought processes— can lead to defiant behavior.

Many people are surprised to learn that trauma can lead to impaired brain functioning. Anxiety, post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD), depression, and other conditions resulting from trauma or violence can throw an adult for a loop, so imagine what they can do to a kid’s ability to function and develop. Many people underestimate the debilitating nature of impaired brain functioning and conditions like these, insisting that the child “snap out of it” and “stop licking his wounds.” This old-school tough talk ignores the lasting impact that a few years of depression can have on a child’s life. What your parents or grandparents may have described as dealing with tragedy and moving on may actually have been ignoring tragedy and burying it in years of silent heartache instead.

The Environmental Causes of Defiance 

Once you take on the responsibility of parenting, there’s no going back and rewriting your child’s genetic code, or erasing the trauma or chemical exposures an adopted child may have experienced before coming to your home. In other words, you have much more control over eliminating the environmental causes of defiance in your child’s life.

Lifestyle 

Your lifestyle may be crazy, rushed, and pressured—working parents, financial stress, an unsafe neighborhood, extended family spread across the continent, past tragedy or trauma, parents too tired or depressed to give their kids the attention they need—all of these circumstances can lead to emotions like anxiety, depression, and frustration that trigger defiant behavior in kids. Sometimes, defiant kids may even tell you what’s bothering them, or consistently become defiant in response to the same triggering situations. Slowing down the hectic lifestyle so you can pay closer attention to your child’s emotions and the situations that trigger them is key to helping your child.

A hectic lifestyle, even for affluent families, can be isolating and lonely for each individual in the family. While it may seem to parents with more immediate financial pressures that their hands are tied, if you have time to look at this book, you have time to implement several effective strategies to help your child. You may also be able to take advantage of free or low-cost interventions and treatments when necessary.

How Lifestyle Relates to Defiant Behavior 

As a parent, your duty is to raise your child so she becomes a fulfilled, healthy adult, not to keep your kid entertained, occupied, or busy. Sometimes, a hectic lifestyle leaves no room for deep, sustained thought; loose, unstructured play; or low-pressure interactions within the family. While enriching activities are beneficial in many ways, so is a lack of schedule. If you and your family need more time together, and your child’s obstinate behavior disrupts extracurricular activities, considering dropping them for awhile. Don’t frame it as a punishment (e.g., “If you can’t behave in band, I’m not paying for it anymore.”), but as a desire to spend more time relaxing as a family.
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How much does the busy schedule cost your family?
You might be surprised to learn that your family’s busy schedule costs you hundreds of dollars per month. Add up how much you spend on extra-curricular activities every year and divide the total by twelve. Don’t forget to include extras like season tickets to theme parks, uniforms, registration fees, eating out, and transportation.

Chances are, if you’re highly stressed and already up to your limit with a certain young person’s behavior, spending more time together doesn’t sound appealing. But if you approach the issue now, you will have more time in the long run because you won’t be spending so much time disciplining your child.

Is This Normal?

All preschoolers throw fits sometimes. All preteens gripe and sulk over rules they don’t like. All teenagers butt heads with their parents once in awhile. To some extent, defiance is a normal part of development, a sign that a child is testing the rules and learning the limits.

That being said, there are definitely some behaviors that need more urgent attention, either because they’re a symptom that your child could have ODD or another condition, or because the defiance is interfering with your family’s functioning. As you consider your child’s behaviors, bear in mind that each of the behaviors described below take place over an extended time period.

Preschool Children 

Normal defiant behavior in preschool-aged children includes throwing fits or tantrums. As children learn how small they are and how important they are to you, they look for ways to gain some control over their lives, and fits are one way they can dig in their heels and try to exert control over a situation.
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If you need a little comic relief from parenting a toddler or preschooler, Christie Mellor’s The Three-Martini Playdate is a tongue-in-cheek guide for infusing retro values into family life. Much of the book is silly, but in all seriousness, Mellor (herself the parent of two “darling little angels”) urges parents to be firm about their own rights in the family.

However, just because tantrums are a normal part of development doesn’t mean that you should cave every time your child throws one, or that you should have to live with constant embarrassment from public tantrums. Looking the other way because tantrums are normal is akin to the parents of a bully throwing up their hands and saying, “Well, what can we do? Boys will be boys.”

On the other hand, if you’ve tried taking away just about every privilege in the book with no result, you’re probably in need of some alternative solutions. If it seems like every unexpected circumstance in your child’s life leads to a no-holds-barred, sound-barrier-breaking tantrum, and it’s been going on for several weeks or months, the behavior is not normal. That doesn’t necessarily mean that your child has ODD, but it does mean you need to take immediate action for your child’s well-being as well as your own.

School-Age Children 

Whining, griping, sulking, and occasional rule-breaking are all normal behaviors in the school-age child. Hurting other people or animals, destroying property, or creating such an environment of hostility and negativity over a period of weeks or months that other family members dread the child’s presence, is not. Neither is consistent defiance to comply with requests and rules.

Even if the defiance is seemingly passive, it’s still defiance (remember the example of the little girl who had selective hearing). In other words, “sins of omission” and seeming forgetfulness (if you have ruled out learning disabilities or are pretty sure the forgetfulness is selective) are probably causing you extreme annoyance and lots of stress in your family. These behaviors over a period of weeks or months warrant intervention.

Teens 

So if every teen is defiant, and the nature of adolescence is to pull away from the family unit and establish independence, isn’t all defiant behavior normal in teens? No. Like school-age children, teens need help if they defy authority and disregard rules and social norms consistently (passively or actively), hurt others, harm animals, damage property, start fires, engage in dangerous activities, or cause others around them to cower in their presence.

A teen who defies one big rule is exhibiting normal behavior, but a pattern of defiance over time is not normal. Just because a teen is as big as you are—or bigger—doesn’t mean his brain has finished developing. Not until adulthood does the human brain complete crucial developments, and teens whose parents stand by the wayside will ultimately suffer. On some level, teens know this, and are waiting for you to step in and assure their safety by establishing healthy limits. Alas, a healthy balance isn’t static: it’s the gentle push and pull, the creative solutions to conflicts, and the less-than-perfect compromises that are intrinsic to a healthy parent-teen relationship.

Parenting Styles and Your Role as an Authority 

Parenting styles differ from one generation to the next, from one culture or geographic area to another, and even between you and your own siblings. What works for you may not even work for your partner. However, parenting styles can be grouped into four useful categories.

Parenting Styles 

Permissive parenting allows the child to do whatever she pleases. For example, Marlene’s seven-year-old daughter Zoe has several allergies, including nut allergies. Zoe asks Marlene if she can have some of Marlene’s 100-calorie cereal snack mix, and Marlene says no because it’s her own diet food. Zoe takes a bag, and Marlene protests that the snack could contain nuts. Zoe eats some when her mother isn’t looking. Several minutes later, Zoe reappears with a half-empty bag, and hasn’t had an allergic reaction, so Marlene decides it must be okay. Contrary to popular belief, permissive parenting is not being “nice” or loving at all. It is not kind to let your child run the show and ignore what you say.

In dictatorial parenting, the parent makes the rules and enforces them because she’s the boss. “Why can’t I have another cookie? Why do I have to clean my room? Why can’t I spend the night at Daphne’s?” are all answered with a stock “Because I said so,” reply. Noncompliance results in automatic punishment, because “if you give a kid an inch, he’ll take a foot.”
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Are permissive and dictatorial parenting styles ever appropriate?
Dr. Laura Walter Nathason, author of The Portable Pediatrician, says that permissive parenting is effective for infants and dictatorial parenting is effective for crawlers and toddlers. Infants don’t need discipline, and crawlers and toddlers need to learn not just the specific rules you’re teaching but also that you’re the boss.

Abusive parenting is never acceptable. Abuse is defined as a wide-ranging pattern of behaviors: neglect, emotional abuse (often called mental abuse), physical abuse, and sexual abuse. While most people recognize sexual exploitation and locking kids in closets as abuse, it’s important to realize that belittling a child, yelling at a child, withholding food, and many forms of physical punishment are considered abusive, including whipping. If you or your partner is abusing a child, please get help for yourself and your child immediately. Abusing a child will not put an end to defiant behavior or the issues behind it—it has extremely harmful consequences on your child’s cognitive and emotional development, and in fact will often cause bad behavior to worsen or intensify.

The assertive parenting style is the most effective way to parent any child over the age of three or four. Like many other interpersonal relationships in your life, the parent-child relationship needs time and attention, and an emphasis on communication and respect for the feelings and rights of everyone involved. Each rule has a reason, and enforcement of the rules may not be wildly fun, but is fair.

Authority and Your Role 

Sometimes, parents are reluctant to be assertive with their children for fear that they’ll be resented later. Maybe a father remembers his own father as a judge-jury-executioner type who ruled the family with an iron fist, and doesn’t want to hurt his own children the way his father hurt him. Maybe a mother who is passionate about art doesn’t want to squelch her children’s creativity by putting up boundaries and saying no every time her son has a daring idea.

Although you may not be 100 percent comfortable with the role of authority and its impact on your identity or what it means in a larger philosophical sense, it’s important to realize that as a parent, your role is inherently one of authority. Your child needs authority from you for protection, guidance, and security.

Why You Should Help Your Child Now 

If you’re thinking it would be easier to stick with the status quo, you’re right—for now. But later, the chickens that are today’s unchecked defiant behavior will come home to roost in your family’s nest. You, your partner, your other children, and most of all, the defiant child in question will pay a stiff price if you don’t take action.

Your Child’s Future 

If your child’s defiant behavior continues unabated, it will make getting along with others and complying with authority difficult his whole life. Not to put too blunt a point on it, if you don’t help your child now, his defiance will likely be transferred to society at large. He will not have learned the consequences of defiance nor will he be reluctant to defy the law and others’ rights, so crime becomes a real possibility for your child’s future. Unfortunately, the law doesn’t have a communication-based assertive approach, so if your child breaks a law and is caught, he could end up in prison, and no focus on the positives will be able to change that.
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Kids often mimic the behavior they’ve learned at home, including abuse. If someone in your family is abusing your child, your child is likely to look for abusive relationships as a teen and adult. Your child could become the victim or perpetrator of teenage dating violence, spousal abuse, and abuse of his own children in the future.

You can probably imagine what this will mean for your child’s opportunities for higher learning or professional success. A life of crime and disregard for others doesn’t usually go hand-in-hand with college graduation or promotions in white-collar professions. Neither does it bode well for your child’s future romantic and family relationships—just imagine how much stress it would put on your marriage right now if your spouse were also regularly breaking the law, unconcerned by the consequences.

Your Relationship with Your Child 

If you fail to take action on your child’s behalf, no matter how unpleasant she might be, she’ll know it and resent it. Again, your role as a parent includes “protector,” and your child is counting on you to fulfill it. Failure to stick with her through these rough times will leave her feeling abandoned, realizing a child’s greatest fear.

If you value your child’s future well-being, not to mention her relationship with you personally, you must not wait to understand and stop defiant behavior in an assertive, loving way. The first thing you must do to help her is to deepen your bond with her.


CHAPTER 2 
Bonding, Security, and Love 

There’s a song about saying I love you that tells the listener that words aren’t enough to show love. It’s the same with parent-child relationships. If you didn’t love your child, you wouldn’t be reading this book, but that being said, don’t assume your child knows it and that you don’t need to say so or show it. There are some concrete steps you can take to strengthen your bond with your child and make her feel more secure.

How Children Bond 

All human beings need to bond with their parents and other caregivers as children. It’s part of how people are wired for survival, like needing to eat or instinctually recoiling at the thought of a dip in an ice-cold lake or a kick to the shins. In the old days, if people in a family group didn’t bond, they wouldn’t need to stick together during a famine or an attack by animals, and they’d lose members of their group pretty quickly. Though it’s not as obvious or immediate, the same holds true today.

Bonding and Attachment 

There’s a theory in psychology called “bonding and attachment theory” that was originally developed by a man named John Bowlby. Bowlby grew up in an upper-class family in England about a hundred years ago, and was raised by his nanny as a young child, then sent to boarding school. He had little contact with his mother and even less with his father. This lack of opportunity for connection in his family was the basis for developing his theory.

In a nutshell, Bowlby argued that kids need a strong attachment, or bond, with their caregivers in order to develop normally. Switching up the caregivers from one month to the next, or failing to respond to a child’s emotional needs when in a caregiving role, will not result in a strong attachment. Generally, the relationship needs to be consistent and long term, and the younger the child, the more immediate and crucial her attachment needs are. It is imperative to understand that the child establishes a primary bond with one caregiver, and that bonds with all other people are subordinate.
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Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs is a theory for ranking universal human needs from the most essential for survival to the least essential. The most essential needs are physical, like food; the least essential is the need for personal growth. Not only does family security appear in the second tier, but young children depend completely on their caregivers for first-tier needs.

Attachment theory, though it was developed more than fifty years ago, is still largely upheld today. Just letting a child sleep in your house and making sure she has food and water is not enough—nurturing your relationship with your child is what creates a strong bond.

Securely and Insecurely Bonded Kids 

Strong attachment in early childhood gives a child a feeling of security from which she can grow, and forms her idea of how relationships should work. The caregiver and the child are highly communicative, and the caregiver responds to the child’s physical and emotional needs. A kid with a strong long-term attachment to a primary caregiver is able to form healthy relationships later in life, and may be able to pursue creativity, problem-solving, and other less essential needs that help her grow as a person and feel fulfilled.

In contrast, failure by a primary and consistent caregiver to respond to a child’s bids for bonding can create anxiety in the child, interrupt normal social development, and can even influence psychopathic behavior. In fact, there’s a disorder called Reactive Attachment Disorder (RAD). A kid with RAD may fail to engage in age-appropriate social situations, or, on the other hand, try to form inappropriate relationships with just about anyone who comes her way.

How Kids Initiate Bonding 

You may be surprised to know that kids actually initiate bonds with their caregivers. They do this by what’s called “bidding.” A “bid” is any attempt at engagement, whether it’s a hug, throwing a fit to get your attention, or even some annoying behaviors like leaning on you while you’re trying to clean the bathroom. (Before you guilt-trip yourself for ignoring your child’s bids, be aware that you don’t have to drop what you’re doing to focus on your daughter if she hangs on you like a wet cape while you’re trying to scrub the toilet.) Securely bonded kids bid less than insecurely bonded kids; they don’t need it as much.

The most effective way to bond with your child and to decrease the annoyance level of the bids is to respond to the ones you like. If your child hugs you, and you see that hug and raise it a kiss, you’re responding to your child’s bid and strengthening your bond. If your child tries to tell you about her day while you’re still working, and you wait five minutes and then listen fully, you’re responding to her bid and teaching her to respect your time. If, on the other hand, you tell her you’re busy and put off listening to her until she’s too tired to talk, you’re failing to respond to her bid. If you do that very often, you’ll soon leave her feeling disconnected, like a raft floating in the middle of an ocean. You don’t have to respond to every single bid, but you do have to respond to most of them.

If your child’s bids for bonding are inappropriate, ill-timed, or downright infuriating, don’t visibly respond to her. Go ahead and seethe inside, but keep a cool exterior. Make a mental note of what your child is doing, wait five minutes and see if you can catch her being good, then come forward with the hug, affirmation, or interaction she was looking for. Keep in mind this advice is for bonding only.

Bonding During Good Times 

Obviously, you can’t leave all bonding duties up to your child, especially as kids get older and the pull of social life is stronger. So how do you initiate bonding with your child? It’s not about having fun together per se—you don’t need trips to Disney World or enrollment in special activities together. It’s also not about checking off chunks of time spent together, because you can spend an hour with your child and still avoid bonding. It’s about the quality of your interaction. Engage. Pay attention. Don’t check out from your kids mentally on a regular basis.

Bonding on Crazy Weekdays 

Cooking dinner is much easier (not to mention faster and safer) without a two-year-old on your hip or a five-year-old standing on a wobbly chair, trying to stir spaghetti sauce for you. You don’t necessarily have to cook together; there’s no single activity that can guarantee a bonding experience. That being said, there is a technique you can use for a quick check-in with your child if, for example, you only have two hours between the time everyone gets home and the time your kid needs to go to bed.

“Five-minute freeze” is a technique in which you spend five full minutes exclusively engaged with each child. For most families, that’s five or ten minutes of putting off whatever else is pressing on you, like returning phone calls or cooking dinner. Before or after dinner, or when you wake up your child but before she is out of bed, you can formally or informally—but routinely—spend five minutes with each child. If your child is young, a cuddle on the couch, no TV on, no staring out into space, works well. With school-age kids, you can participate in snack time, sitting down to share your child’s crackers and juice, indoors or outdoors. With an older child or teen, especially if you’re playing Family Taxicab every afternoon, you can settle for having your teen sit up front next to you (or in the driver’s seat, if he is already driving) and turning off the radio, cell phone, and other wireless appendages for the duration of the ride. This rule has to apply to you, too—no phone calls. One of you will be paying attention to the road, but it can still work as a five-minute freeze if that’s all you’ve got.
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