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WHEN BOUNDARIES HINDER BONDING
BY JONATHAN MCKEE Ă APRIL 29, 2020

RYles are important, bYt connecting [ith ]oYr teen is essential.

�M] 17-]ear-old daughter neZer [ants to talk [ith me.� The middle-aged mom at m] parenting [orkshop

dabbed at her e]es [ith a tissue as she described the parent-child relationship she had [ith her oldest

daughter. �I don�t kno[ [hat to do.�

I listened as the mom recalled some recent conZersations [ith her daughter. And here I use the [ord

conZersations loosel].

�Did ]ou ¦nish ]our home[ork?�

�Did ]ou clean ]our bathroom?�

�What time did ]ou get home last night?�

As [e talked, I could see [hat the problem [as. This daughter didn�t [ant to talk because it�s likel] that in

her mind her mom [as acting like a parole o¨cer searching for malfeasance.Á

I had made the same mistake [ith m] oldest child. M] focus on boundaries had hindered bonding. These

t[o parenting objectiZes often feel at odds [ith each other, but the] don�t haZe to collide.

RecSgRM^e XLe BaPaRce
Bonding and boundaries. Both practices are essential, ]et parents tend to graZitate to[ard one or the other.

Which [a] do ]ou lean?
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With m] oldest, I de¦nitel] focused on boundaries. I often acted like a drill sergeant, barking orders and

reminders to m] son. And I noticed something: When I�d [alk in the room, he�d look nerZous, as if thinking,

�No[ [hat am I doing [rong?�

I had [anted to teach discipline and responsibilit]. But m] laser focus on boundaries hurt our relationship.Á

As parents, [e must ask ourselZes: Who are our kids going to go to [hen the] mess up or are facing a

moral dilemma? Will the] go to the person [ho seems read] to pounce on them eZer] time the] do [rong?

If there�s too much [eight put on boundaries, our kids [on�t feel safe to open up to us, and [e�ll miss ke]

opportunities to teach them discernment. Indeed, [hen parents haZe a thin parent-child relationship, those

kids tend to glean Zalues and behaZiors from other sources.

But the parents [ho bond [ith their kids haZe more opportunities to [alk through life together, toÁprocess

challenges and decisions. A close bond opens the door[a] to appl]ing boundaries.

LSSO fSV NaXYVaP CSRRecXMSRW IR YSYV PaVeRX-
CLMPd RePaXMSRWLMT
Think for a moment about the last time ]ou engaged in a meaningful conZersation [ith ]our teen. What

initiated and fueled that conZersation?

The ans[er that I hear more than an] other is the famil] dinner. Dinner is one of those staple connection

points for families. But there are man] other opportunities. As parents, [e must be on the lookout for times

and places [here meaningful communication occurs in our homes and be proactiZe to seek out these

Zenues.

Another connection point is bedtime. One parent told me that she�d periodicall] return to the old routine of

tucking her kids in at night, eZen as teens. �It usuall] resulted in a pleasant conZersation,� she [rote. �It�s like

sleepiness made them chattier than normal.�

ObserZe [hen ]our teens tend to open up and engage in meaningful conZersation. Ho[ can ]ou create

more of these opportunities in ]our [eekl] schedule? In [hat [a]s do ]ou think this [ill improZe ]our

parent-child relationship?

Sa] YeW XS OTTSVXYRMXMeW XS BSRd
Recentl], m] 18-]ear-old daughter, Ashle], asked, �Dad, do ]ou [ant to go on a bike ride?�

Put this into perspectiZe. This is an 18-]ear-old asking her dad to do something [ith her. Man] parents can

count on one hand ho[ man] times their teen has asked them to hang out in an] giZen month . . . or ]ear.

Actuall], Ashle] is prett] social, and [e hang out frequentl]. So I hesitated. M] schedule [as jam-packed! I

thought, �Jonathan, it�s completel] reasonable for ]ou to sa] no. She�ll understand.�

But I said, �Yes!�

Ƨ

7 TVaMXW Sf EffecXMZe PaVeRXMRK AWWeWWQeRX
Good parents aren�t perfect. There�s no formula to follo[, but there are [a]s ]ou can gro[ eZer]

da]. Focus on the Famil]�s 7 Traits of EffectiZe Parenting Assessment giZes parents an honest

look at their unique strengths, plus some areas that could use a little help.

TaOe XLe fVee PaVeRXMRK AWWeWWQeRX



We [ent on a one-hour bike ride on a riZer trail a fe[ minutes from our house. And it [as one of the most

re[arding times I�Ze had [ith Ashle] in months. We literall] talked for an hour [ithout interruption. The t[o

of us discussed moZies, music, college plans, friendships, con§ict, relationships, and personalit] t]pes. We

eZen talked about parenting.

All because I said ]es.

MaOe TMQe XS IQTVSZe YSYV PaVeRX-CLMPd RePaXMSRWLMT

M] parenting repertoire is ¦lled [ith stories of feeling too bus] or too oZer[helmed; ]ou probabl] kno[ the

feeling. We all haZe Zalid e\cuses. But do ]ou kno[ ho[ much time the aZerage adult spends each da]

soaking in entertainment media and technolog]? Add it up. All ]our TV time, computer time, time on ]our

smartphone, time spent reading books and maga^ines, etc.

One stud] found that the aZerage adult deZotes appro\imatel] nine hours and 51 minutes per da] to media

and technolog]. So I�ll speak directl] here as a fello[ parent [ho has struggled [ith this: Don�t tell me ]ou

don�t haZe time.

Man] teens [on�t ask to hang out Zer] often. So [hen the] do, slide eZer]thing aside to make it happen. It�s

critical to bonding and haZing a strong parent-child relationship.

These opportunities often come in odd [a]s and at inconZenient times. And the] aren�t al[a]s fun. Once it

[as m] daughter Al]ssa coming in and sighing, �Dad, [ant to go to the DMV [ith me? I haZe to rene[ m]

license.�

Woo-hoo! The DMV!

She actuall] [asn�t eZen e\cited to hang out [ith me; she just didn�t [ant to go to the DMV b] herself. I

snagged the opportunit]. I eZen asked, �Ho[ about a Jamba Juice on the [a] home?�

Make time. EZen if it turns out to be a drag.

TaOe a FaWX FVSQ BSYRdaVMeW
You might be reading this and thinking, I�m that parent. I�m the drill sergeant. M] dialogue [ith m] kids

t]picall] inZolZes checking up on them or disciplining them.

If ]our scales are alread] [eighted completel] to[ard boundaries, ]ou�re going to need to [ork e\tra hard

to reZerse this trend. You ma] need to start a boundar] fast. This means [alking in a room and sti§ing the

urge to ask ]our kids if the]�Ze ¦nished their home[ork and chores .Á.Á. and just hanging out [ith them

instead.

Again, boundaries are essential, but I�m addressing parents [ho are so focused on boundaries that the]

rarel] bond [ith their kids. If that�s ]ou, tr] going 24 hours [ithout giZing instructions to ]our kids at all. If
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the damage is reall] bad, ]ou ma] need an entire [eek. Don�t allo[ ]ourself to discipline, correct or adZise in

an] [a]. Instead, look for opportunities to bond and just do life together.

Ma]be ]ou don�t need a boundar] fast. Ma]be ]ou feel like bonding is important, and ]ou [ant to make

sure ]ou ma\imi^e these opportunities [hile ]ou can. If so, look for moments of connection. Seek out

settings [here bonding happens. And if ]our kids neZer ask ]ou to connect, that�s all the more reason to

seek out those bonding e\periences. Take the initiatiZe, and giZe ]our children a taste of ]our full attention.

Then [atch the [a] it strengthens the parent-child relationship that ]ou haZe.

This article is adapted from If I Had a Parenting Do OZer. Cop]right k 2017 b] Jonathan McKee. Reprinted

[ith permission of Shiloh Run Press, an Imprint of Barbour Publishing.

For more insights from Jonathan McKee on bonding [ith ]our teen, listen to our broadcast.

k 2020 b] Jonathan McKee. This article ¦rst appeared in the June/Jul] 2020 issue ofÁFocYs on the

Famil]Ámaga^ine. All rights reserZed. Used b] permission.
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JONATHAN MCKEE

Jonathan McKee has authored more than t[o do^en books including Parenting Generation Screen

and The Teen�s GYide to Social Media & Mobile DeZices. He has 30 ]ears of ]outh ministr] e\perience

and speaks to parents and leaders [orld[ide. As a member of Focus on the Famil]�s Plugged In

team, Jonathan is regularl] featured on The Plugged In Sho[ and our Plugged In Entertainment

ReZie[s. He and his [ife, Lori, haZe three children and reside in Northern California. You can ¦nd

helpful articles and Zideos of Jonathan on his [ebsite, becomingscreen[ise.com.

URdeVWXaRd HS[ XS ReWTecX aRd LSZe ]SYV SSR WePP

Wh] doesn�t m] son listen to me? HaZe ]ou eZer asked that question? The truth is, ho[ ]ou see ]our son

and talk to him has a signi¦cant effect on ho[ he thinks and acts. That�s [h] [e [ant to help ]ou. In fact,

[e�Ze created a free ¦Ze-part Zideo series called �Recogni^ing Your Son�s Need for Respect� that [ill help

]ou understand ho[ sho[ing respect, rather than shaming and badgering, [ill serZe to motiZate and guide

]our son.

SXaVX XLe FREE SeVMeW
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HS[ DS I GeX M] CLMPd XS SXST L]MRg?
These ¦Ze tips can help ]ou create a culture of honest] in ]our home.

SEPTEMBER 27, 2021

CHILDREN

TeacLMRg KMdW abSYX EQTaXL] MR aR ARXM-EQTaXL] CYPXYVe
Our culture de-Zalues empath] instead choosing to cultiZate narcissism and apath]. Because of
this, it�s more important than eZer to teach our kids about empath].

SEPTEMBER 24, 2021

BEHAVIORAL/EMOTIONAL

BOUNDARIES



DS YSYV KMdW HaZe HeaPXL] PLSRe HabMXW?
Our kids� mental health has nearl] been narro[ed do[n to t[o [ords: Likes and Follo[ers. Learn
ho[ to approach habits for ]our kids and phones.

SEPTEMBER 15, 2021
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