
choices and privileges for when your teen is cooperative.  
Do not underestimate the value of your attention, focusing 
it on the right things.  If it is necessary to discipline your 
teen, use natural and logical consequences (e.g., if he 

the respect and integrity of your relationship.

Maintaining the 
Relationship

It is very easy to fall into a “coercion trap” with our 
teens.  This is when our teen misbehaves and we react 
in a way that escalates, rather than calms the situation 
(e.g., upping the ante with more severe restrictions or 
consequences until we are in a screaming match – and 
then withdrawing consequences or limits to avoid further 

relationships; even the most loving families learn to 
treat each other badly when these interactions become 
commonplace.  These patterns may be avoided through 
the proactive, positive strategies above, but it is also 
important to bolster our relationships with our teens in 
general.
 When it is all said and done, and our children become 
adults, what would we like them to do?  Seek us out or 
avoid us?  Answer the phone or ignore it?  The decisions 
we make as parents will affect our long-term relationships 
with our children.  When interacting with teens, here 

are some tips that may help as we seek to maintain our 
connections:
 1.  Make non-demand dialogue and mutually-

enjoyable activities a priority. 
 2.  Show interest in what your teen says, thinks, or 

does – respecting his individuality. 
 3.  Maintain consistent expectations and limits, even 

when they seem unenforceable.
 4.

needed so you will avoid doing harm.
 5.  Let small things go, deciding who “owns the 

problem” and whether it is important.
 6.

and reestablish trust as quickly as possible. 
 7.  Keep your values (e.g., kindness, independence) 

forefront in your decision-making.
 Teen years are challenging for both youth and their 
parents.  At times, it may seem like teens do not respond 
sensibly and predictably to the approaches we have 
learned to use.  With sensitivity to the pressures they are 
facing and creative application strategies tailored to their 

as sustain relationships.

Suggested Strategies to Support Teen Behavior
Purpose Being Proactive Teaching Skills Responding to Behavior
If your teen 
is seeking 
attention 

If your teen 
wants items 
or activities 

If your teen 
is trying to 

situations

If your teen 
enjoys the 
behavior itself

Encourage and support interaction 
with peers and adults who are 

praise, and spend 1:1 time with teen 
regularly

Establish expectations to obtain 
and timelines for preferred items 
activities (e.g., money, electronics, 
transportation); warn when access 
will be discontinued 

environment and schedule (i.e., 
what, when, where, how); provide 
down-time and breaks

Keep teen engaged in appropriate 
activities (e.g., clubs, sports), and 
decrease opportunities for unsafe 
stimulation (e.g., drugs, alcohol, 
sexual activity, violence)

Help teen learn how to gain 

positive behavior (e.g., clubs, 
teams, academic success) and 
evaluate relationships

Teach teen to request, choose 
and work for preferred items, 
manage money and time, 
and select alternatives to less 
appropriate choices

Encourage teen to communicate 
needs for personal space or time, 
teach self-management (e.g., 

Teach teen positive ways to 
produce excitement or challenge 
self (e.g., competition, healthy 
physical feats) and to tolerate 
periods of low activity

Increase amount and quality of 
attention for positive behavior, 
acknowledging and praising the 
teen for small actions; minimize 
attention for problem behavior 

activities only following appropriate 
behavior; avoid succumbing to 
“negotiation” 

Allow breaks, escape from 
demands, environmental changes, 
or reduced demands for appropriate 
behavior, not problem behavior

items and activities, making them 
available only following appropriate 
behavior

Meme Hieneman, has a Ph.D. in Special Education and is nationally 
certi
ed as a behavior analyst.  She has published a variety of articles, chapters, 
and books including “Parenting with Positive Behavior Support: A Practical Guide 
to Resolving Your Child’s Di­cult Behavior.” In her professional career, Meme has 
worked with children with severe behavior problems for more than 20 years.
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