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Preface	
	
Our	 lives	 have	 been	 over-complicated.	 Society	 has	

developed	 a	 message	 so	 complex	 that	 we	 need	 experts	 to	
decipher	the	code.	We	have	lost	sight	of	basic,	core	values.	The	
keys	to	success	in	achieving	your	desired	family	life	are	simple.	
They	are	value	based	and	can	be	followed	by	anyone.	It	is	time	
to	simplify	 life,	and	reach	your	goals.	The	way	to	do	this	 is	by	
getting	back	to	basics.	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	 	

	
	



 

4 

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	



 

   5 

Introduction	
	

The	Problem	
	

Family	disintegration	is	occurring	at	a	rapid	rate	in	today’s	
society.	Media	messages	and	technology	are	driving	disconnect,	
and	 moving	 many	 relationships	 from	 interpersonal	 to	
impersonal.	This	has	created	a,	me	first,	attitude,	highlighted	by	
short	 attention	 spans	 and	 the	 need	 for	 instant	 gratification.	
Families	 today	 are	 reporting	 dysfunctional	 communication	
patterns	that	should	cause	alarm	for	all	of	us.	

	
Let	 me	 introduce	 you	 to	 the	 Stevens	 Family.	 The	

father,	 Mike,	 is	 47	 years	 old	 and	 works	 as	 a	 financial	
analyst	for	a	local	investment	firm.	The	mother,	Julie,	is	44	
years	 old	 and	 is	 a	 part-time	 medical	 billing	 specialist.	
They	 have	 3	 kids,	 Jonathan,	 a	 16-year-old	 junior	 in	 high	
school,	 Madison,	 a	 14-year-old	 freshman	 in	 high	 school,	
and	Caleb,	a	12-year-old	sixth	grader.	

	
The	 Stevens	 family	 is	 probably	 not	 unlike	 your	 own	

family.	Sure,	the	occupations,	ages	and	even	the	number	of	
kids	may	 be	 different,	 but	 overall	 they	 are	 a	 family	 that	
has	experienced	all	the	ups	and	downs	of	life	together	and	
have	stayed	relatively	close	throughout.		That	is,	until	just	
recently.	
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Mike	 and	 Julie	 are	 becoming	 progressively	 more	
frustrated	 with	 Jonathan	 due	 to	 his	 disrespectful	
behaviors.	 Jonathan’s	 disrespect	 and	 defiance	 has	 begun	
to	affect	all	the	relationships	within	the	family.	Mike	and	
Julie	are	constantly	yelling	at	Jonathan	to	do	basic	things	
around	the	house.	Madison	is	becoming	resentful	towards	
her	brother	and	is	spending	more	time	in	her	room.	When	
she	is	interacting,	she	is	complaining	to	her	parents	about	
how	 Jonathan	 gets	 away	 with	 everything	 and	 that	 she	
would	 be	 punished	 if	 she	 did	 the	 same	 things.	 When	
Madison	interacts	with	Jonathan,	she	ends	up	calling	him	
an	 idiot,	 telling	 him	 to	 grow	 up,	 etc.	 Jonathan	 responds	
with	 his	 own	 hurtful	 insults	 that	 display	 a	 lack	 of	 care,	
and	make	Madison	 regret	 coming	 out	 of	 her	 room.	 As	 a	
result,	 she	 has	 been	 asking	 to	 be	 at	 her	 friends’	 houses	
more	often.	Caleb	is	into	video	games	and	spends	hours	of	
his	days	playing	Xbox	and	chatting	online	with	his	friends.	
Mike	 and	 Julie	 are	 concerned	 that	 Caleb	 is	 learning	 bad	
behaviors	 form	 Jonathan,	 and	 they	worry	 that	 by	 seeing	
Madison	 manage	 the	 negativity	 by	 isolating,	 that	 Caleb	
does	the	same.	

	
It	wasn’t	always	 like	 this	 for	 the	Stevens	 family.	The	

family	used	to	be	close	to	each	other.	Family	outings	were	
frequent	and	enjoyable,	 and	never	 required	more	 than	a	
car	and	some	snacks.	The	kids	had	there	difficult	moments	
with	 each	 other	 but	 mostly	 got	 along.	 Jonathan	 was	
Caleb’s	hero.	 In	 fact,	 the	 family	had	 to	 set	a	 limit	due	 to	
Caleb	always	going	into	his	brother’s	room.	Annoying	was	
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the	 worst	 word	 the	 family	 had	 heard	 to	 describe	 their	
most	difficult	interactions.	

	
It	is	easy	to	see	that	Jonathan	is	the	instigator	and	the	

cause	of	most	of	 the	anger	and	 resentment	 in	 the	house.		
After	all,	he	tells	his	mom	that	she	is	a	“fucking	idiot”	and	
a	 “bitch”	 for	asking	him	to	do	chores	and	his	homework.		
When	Mike	asks	him	to	do	something	he	just	ignores	him	
or	walks	away.	Both	Julie	and	Mike	are	so	frustrated	that	
they	 have	 begun	 to	 think	 that	 it	 would	 be	 better	 for	
Jonathan	 to	 live	 somewhere	 else.	 Since	 having	 Jonathan	
move	is	not	possible,	they	are	dreading	the	next	year,	but	
see	 relief	 when	 Jonathan	 goes	 to	 college.	 Unfortunately,	
Jonathan’s	grades	are	currently	at	all	D’s	and	F’s	and	he	is	
not	motivated	to	perform	well	 in	school,	so	moving	away	
for	college	might	not	be	an	option.	In	addition,	his	parents	
just	found	a	pipe	and	marijuana	in	his	closet.		

	
As	you	read	this	book	you	will	learn	how	applying	the	

principals	of	“Back	to	Basics”	can	give	this	family	the	life	
they	desire.	This	book	is	structured	so	that	you	will	first	be	
presented	 with	 the	 concept,	 and	 then	 learn	 how	 the	
concept	would	be	applied	to	the	Stevens	family	and	their	
current	challenges	with	Jonathan.	
	

The	Solution	
	

Simply	put,	 it	 is	getting	back	to	basics	by	putting	common	
sense	 into	common	practice.	The	way	to	create	the	family	you	
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have	 always	desired	 is	 to	 incorporate	 the	 three	 core	 “Back	 to	
Basics”	 values	 of	 Love,	 Respect	 and	 Honesty	 in	 the	 four	 key	
areas	of	emphasis;	Creating	a	Vision,	Parenting,	Communication	
and	 Quality	 Time.	 On	 this	 journey	 to	 family	 togetherness	 we	
must	first	fully	understand	the	values.		

	
Love:	 an	 intense	 feeling	 of	 deep	 affection	 for	 another	
arising	out	of	kinship	or	personal	 ties;	unselfish	 loyal	and	
benevolent	concern	for	the	good	of	another	

	 	
Respect:	holding	in	high	or	special	regard	

	
Honesty:	fairness	and	straightforwardness	of	conduct		
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Vision	
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Creating	Your	Family	Vision	
	

The	”Back	to	Basics”	process	starts	with	a	simple	first	step:	
Create	 a	 vision.	 A	 vision	 of	what	 you	might	 ask?	 A	 vision	 for	
what	 your	 perfect	 family	 would	 look	 like.	 Where	 would	 you	
live?	 How	 would	 the	 family	 members	 communicate	 and	
interact?	 How	would	 the	 kids	 perform	 in	 school?	 How	would	
the	parents	assign	consequences?	The	 importance	of	 this	 step	
cannot	be	over	stated.	

	
Visioning	as	a	process	is	a	powerful	mental	and	emotional	

tool.	Neuroscience	shows	that	when	people	engage	in	creating	a	
positive,	 detailed	 vision	 for	 their	 future,	 that	 during	 times	 of	
stress	their	brains	move	from	functioning	in	the	limbic	system	
(the	reactive	area	of	the	brain)	to	the	frontal	lobes	(the	thinking	
and	planning	areas	of	the	brain).	Visioning	also	elicits	a	strong	
emotional	response	that	evokes	feelings	of	hope,	optimism	and	
an	 overall	 belief	 in	 the	 ability	 to	 realize	 our	 highest	 good.	
Experiencing	 these	 emotions	 while	 creating	 a	 road	 map	 to	
success	will	commit	this	plan	to	the	subconscious.	Let’s	look	in	
more	detail	about	how	to	create	an	effective	family	vision.	

	
The	 first	 point	 to	 make	 on	 creating	 an	 effective	 family	

vision	 is	 that	 every	member	 of	 the	 family	 creates	 it	 together.	
This	 is	 critical	 because	 it	 gives	 each	 family	member	 a	distinct	
and	equal	voice	in	identifying	what	is	most	important.	This	also	
ensures	there	will	be	individual	ownership	of	the	vision	by	each	
member,	and	can	help	build	in	accountability	when	actions	are	
taken	that	move	the	family	away	from	their	vision.	
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Creating	 the	 vision	 starts	 with	 a	 big	 dream.	 In	 fact,	 the	

bigger	the	dream,	the	more	excitement	and	energy	that	will	be	
put	 into	 realizing	 it.	 Encourage	 your	 kids	 to	 talk	 about	 their	
fantasies.	 Be	 aware,	 they	 will	 focus	 on	 material	 items	 and	
wealth	 most	 often.	 This	 is	 acceptable	 and	 should	 not	 be	
discouraged.	 Parents	 will	 generally	 focus	 on	 relationship	
quality	 and	 emotional	 health.	 Points	 of	 overlap	 are	 generally	
desired	 academic	 performance	 and	 employment	 related	
desires.	 Realize	 that	 points	 of	 overlap	 are	 helpful	 areas	 of	
agreement	 and	 should	 be	 highlighted	 by	 acknowledging	 the	
common	vision.	

	
After	all	the	dreams	for	the	future	of	the	family	are	laid	out,	

it	is	time	to	simplify	and	put	the	vision	into	action.	The	process	
of	 simplification	 can	 be	 difficult,	 but	 the	 idea	 is	 to	 create	 an	
easy	to	remember	sentence	that	captures	everything	the	family	
will	 be	working	 to	 achieve.	 	The	examples	below	will	 provide	
additional	guidance.	

	
A	non-effective	vision	statement:		
Our	family	would	like	to	have	3	cars,	lots	of	money,	go						on	
fun	vacations	and	never	argue.	

	
An	effective	vision	statement:		
Our	 family	 will	 be	 financially	 stable,	 enjoy	 quality	 time	
together	and	engage	in	healthy	communication.	
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The	 first	 example	 focuses	 on	 individual	 wants	 versus	
underlying	 needs.	 Having	 a	 need	 focused	 approach	 will	 help	
create	 expectations	 for	 how	 to	 live	 out	 your	 vision.	 Keep	 in	
mind	 that	 the	 vision	 is	 your	 families’	 road	map	and	 that	 each	
family	 member	 will	 be	 required	 to	 make	 commitments	 to	
realize	 the	 vision.	 Once	 the	 vision	 statement	 is	 created,	 it	 is	
important	to	make	it	visible	to	each	family	member.	It	will	not	
be	an	effective	tool	 if	you	create	a	vision	and	then	stick	 it	 in	a	
drawer	 or	 leave	 it	 in	 a	 notebook.	 Be	 creative	 and	 fun	 in	 the	
presentation	by	adding	color,	art,	etc.		

	
After	the	vision	is	created,	the	process	moves	to	reviewing	

the	vision	at	family	meetings	to	ensure	progress	is	being	made	
towards	 achieving	 your	 family’s	 collective	 goals.	 I	 suggest	 at	
least	one	 family	meeting	per	week	dedicated	 to	 reviewing	 the	
vision.	 This	 should	 be	 separate	 from	 any	 other	 family	 time,	
such	 as,	 dinner,	 game	 night,	 etc.	 Be	 intentional	 to	 reach	 your	
goals.	The	meeting	should	always	start	the	same,	by	each	family	
member	 acknowledging	 each	 other	 for	 something	 positive	
about	another	family	member.	After	making	acknowledgments,	
move	to	 identifying	the	current	challenges	and	what	role	each	
member	can	play	in	meeting	the	challenges.	The	key	is	to	utilize	
each	family	member’s	strengths	to	overcome	challenges.	At	the	
end	of	the	meeting,	ask	each	family	member	for	a	commitment	
for	 the	 following	week	of	 how	 they	will	 contribute	 to	moving	
the	 family	 closer	 to	 the	 vision.	 This	 will	 build	 in	 necessary	
accountability	 for	 each	 family	 member.	 Do	 not	 dismiss	 their	
contribution	as	being	to	easy	or	too	small.	Any	effort	should	be	
viewed	as	buy-in	to	the	process.	Encourage,	not	discourage.	
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As	we	revisit	the	Stevens	family,	lets	look	at	how	they	
would	go	about	creating	their	vision.	

	
First,	 lets	 assume	 that	 all	 members	 other	 than	

Jonathan	are	interested	in	the	process.	Jonathan,	however,	
is	 showing	 his	 usual	 defiance	 and	 refusing	 to	 join	 the	
family	 in	 this	 activity.	 Initially,	 Mike	 and	 Julie	 should	
encourage	 participation	 by	 appealing	 to	 parts	 of	 the	
vision	that	 Jonathan	might	be	 intrigued	by.	For	example,	
Mike	may	say,	“come	on	and	lets	have	fun	with	it,	I	know	
the	first	thing	I	will	put	down	is	I	want	to	have	a	Ferrari!”	
This	will	help	Jonathan	see	that	it	is	not	about	his	parents	
shutting	down	his	 ideas,	 but	 instead,	 draws	him	 into	 the	
process	 by	 allowing	 him	 to	 dream	big.	 If	 he	 still	 refuses,	
then	 Jonathan	 will	 hear	 the	 family	 enjoying	 the	 process	
and	desire	the	connection	on	his	own	terms.	The	key	here	
is	for	Mike	and	Julie	not	to	push	him	and	allow	for	him	to	
feel	 in	 control.	 	 At	 any	 point	 he	 can	 join	 even	 if	 it	 is	
altering	the	vision	weeks	down	the	line.	
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Parenting	
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Creating	The	Structure	
	

The	 most	 stressful	 role	 within	 a	 family	 is	 parent.	 I	 have	
never	met	 a	 parent	 who	 did	 not	 desire	 the	 absolute	 best	 for	
their	 child,	 but	 I	 have	 met	 many	 parents	 who	 struggle	 with	
drawing	 the	 best	 out	 of	 their	 children.	 Years	 of	 defiance,	
rudeness,	 disrespect,	 and	 exhaustion	 can	 create	 anger	 and	
resentments	within	parent-child	relationships.	Parents	need	to	
be	honest	about	their	feelings	so	that	they	can	purge	their	false	
beliefs,	 move	 forward	 in	 creating	 their	 vision	 and	 ultimately	
becoming	 the	 most	 effective	 parent	 you	 can	 be.	 Start	 this	
process	 by	 asking	 yourself	 how	 you	 feel	 about	 your	 children	
and	 what	 feelings	 they	 have	 created.	 If	 it	 is	 anger	 or	
resentment,	then	you	will	need	to	put	these	aside	and	focus	on	
their	positive	qualities	as	a	way	to	clear	the	slate.	 If	you	bring	
toxic	 thoughts	 and	 beliefs	 to	 this	 approach,	 you	 will	 not	 be	
successful.	Realizing	your	positive	 future	 takes	 a	 commitment	
to	positive	actions.	

	 	
As	a	parent,	it	is	critical	that	you	have	an	understanding	of	

parenting	 styles.	 Identifying	 your	 general	 approach	 to	
parenting	 gives	 you	 a	 baseline	 that	 will	 be	 used	 to	 identify	
necessary	 changes.	 If	 you	 remain	 in	 the	 dark	 by	 being	
uniformed	about	how	you	parent,	then	change	will	be	difficult.	
On	 the	 following	page,	 you	will	 see	 that	 there	 are	 three	 basic	
parenting	 styles.	 As	 you	 look	 at	 the	 approaches,	 it	 should	 be	
clear	that	the	authoritative	approach	is	the	most	effective.		
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Authoritarian:	 Like	 a	 tyrant	who	 says	 it’s	my	way	or	 the	
highway.	Rigid	and	inflexible.		

	
Permissive.	 The	 anything	 goes	 parent.	 No	 limits	 or	

structure.	Desires	to	be	friend	more	than	parent.	
	

Authoritative:	 Clear	 expectations	 and	 a	 structure	 to	
support	 them.	 Holds	 children	 accountable.	 Allows	 for	
negotiation	and	flexibility.	

	
Within	 the	 authoritative	parenting	 approach,	 you	want	 to	

focus	on	moving	from	authoritative	to	autonomy.	The	focus	of	
this	 approach	 is	 the	 evolution	 that	parents	need	 to	undertake	
as	their	children	move	through	the	process	of	individuation.		

	
To	 accomplish	 this	 shift,	 parents	 need	 to	 maintain	 a	

consistent	 structure	 with	 clear	 expectations	 and	 limits.	 They	
will	also	need	to	be	clear	about	the	consequences	if	they	are	not	
met.		

	
The	 first	 aspect	 of	 creating	 structure	 is	 focusing	 on	 the	

parental	 unit	 as	 a	 hierarchy.	 Although	 it	 is	 optimal	 to	 parent	
from	 an	 authoritative	 approach,	 parents	 must	 remain	 in	 the	
position	 of	 authority	 throughout	 the	 process,	 or	 you	 run	 the	
risk	 of	 shifting	 into	 a	 permissive	 style.	 Teens	 will	 challenge	
authority	 and	 this	 can	 lead	 to	 negotiation	 within	 the	
authoritative	 framework,	 but	 disrespect	 should	 never	 be	
rewarded	 with	 increased	 power	 and	 decision-making	 ability.	
This	will	place	the	teen	on	equal	authority	footing	with	parents	
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and	 end	 in	 lack	 of	 respect.	 As	 a	 part	 of	 the	 hierarchy,	 it	 is	
critical	 that	 parents	 discuss	 their	 approach	 and	 beliefs	 about	
parenting	with	each	other.	It	is	vital	that	parents	form	a	unified	
front	 to	 their	 children.	 Disagreements	 should	 never	 be	 acted	
out	 in	 front	of	 the	 teen	because	 it	 indirectly	 communicates	 to	
the	teen	that	they	are	on	equal	footing	with	parent.	

	 	
With	the	parental	hierarchy	set,	the	focus	is	on	the	natural	

developmental	process	of	 individuation	and	allowing	 the	 teen	
to	 effectively	 move	 towards	 autonomy.	 At	 age	 18	 the	 parent	
will	 move	 from	 parent	 to	 confidant.	 This	 purposely	 does	 not	
say	 parent	 to	 friend.	 Confidant	 is	 more	 of	 a	 counselor	 and	
advisor	than	friend.		

	
To	 effectively	 move	 to	 confidant,	 parents	 must	 have	

continuous	 dialogue	with	 their	 teens	 about	 the	 pressures	 the	
teen	is	facing.	Resisting	the	language	of,	“I	was	once	a	teen,	so	I	
know.”	The	truth	is,	parents	today	have	no	clue	as	to	what	their	
kids	are	 facing	and	need	 to	be	educated.	What	 a	 great	 task	of	
love,	respect	and	honesty,	to	have	the	teen	be	seen	as	an	expert	
of	 themselves.	 Parents	 should	not	 be	 afraid	 to	 tell	 their	 teens	
what	 they	 don’t	 know,	 as	 teens	will	 bond	 over	 this	 exchange.	
Ultimately	 as	 parents,	 you	 are	 not	 attempting	 to	 stop	 all	
negative	actions,	but	 to	 teach	and	guide	so	 that	your	 teen	will	
grow	through	missteps.	 If	you	don’t	 let	your	 teen	occasionally	
fall	and	help	pick	them	up	by	exploring	their	 thought	process,	
you	 will	 miss	 an	 opportunity	 to	 develop	 a	 deeper	 and	 more	
meaningful	 relationship.	 	 The	 alternatives	 are	 to	 completely	
manage	 their	 lives	 thus	 robbing	 them	 of	 the	 opportunity	 to	
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learn	to	effectively	manage	risk,	or	 to	be	completely	hands	off	
and	 communicate	 a	 lack	 of	 care.	 	 Either	 way	 you	 will	 slowly	
lose	 their	 willingness	 to	 engage	 in	 supportive	 conversations	
and	learn	vital	independent	living	skills.	

	
Looking	 at	 the	 Stevens	 family,	 a	 major	 question	 is,	

how	 do	 they	 parent	 their	 kids	 who	 have	 such	 a	 wide	
spectrum	of	behaviors?	Since	Mike	and	Julie	feel	that	they	
are	 losing	 control	 with	 Jonathan,	 they	 have	 become	
reluctant	to	set	 limits	with	him	for	fear	that	he	will	have	
an	 outburst.	 Since	 he	 has	 been	aggressive	 and	 violent	 in	
the	 past,	 Julie	 will	 not	 confront	 him	 when	 Mike	 is	 not	
home.	 Jonathan	 has	 realized	 that	 his	 parents	 are	
interacting	 based	 on	 fear	 rather	 than	 their	 role	 as	
authority	 figures,	 so	he	 feels	empowered	to	escalate	as	a	
means	 of	 avoiding	 the	 requests	 or	 respecting	 the	 limits.	
This	makes	Mike	and	Julie	feel	hopeless.	

	
Mike	 and	 Julie	 know	 this	 is	 not	 right,	 and	 they	 fear	

they	 are	 conditioning	Madison	 and	Caleb	 to	 believe	 that	
this	is	an	acceptable	way	to	treat	them.	Without	changes,	
Mike	 and	 Julie	 are	 correct	 in	 their	 assessment.	 They	 just	
don’t	know	what	to	do.	

	
The	 first	 step	would	 be	 for	Mike	 and	 Julie	 to	 have	 a	

discussion	with	each	other	about	their	expectations	of	the	
children.	 This	 should	 be	 detailed	 and	 include	 chores,	
family	time	(more	on	this	in	the	chapter	on	quality	time),	
and	 homework.	 This	 will	 start	 to	 reset	 the	 parental	
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hierarchy	 by	 getting	 them	 on	 the	 same	 page	 and	 give	
them	the	first	tool	in	getting	control	of	their	home.		

	
Now	that	Mike	and	Julie	have	created	the	framework	

for	 their	 structure,	 they	 will	 hold	 a	 family	 meeting	 to	
discuss	 the	 plan.	 They	will	 let	 the	 children	 know	 that	 by	
attending	the	meeting,	 that	 they	can	have	 influence	over	
their	 expectations.	 Mike	 and	 Julie	 decided	 that	 Caleb’s	
request	 for	 an	 hour	 of	 free	 time	 after	 school	 was	
reasonable	 before	 they	 start	 on	 homework.	 They	 also	
appreciated	 that	 Madison	 preferred	 to	 do	 her	 deep	
cleaning	 of	 her	 room	 and	 bathroom	 on	 Sunday	 evening	
rather	 on	 Saturday	 morning	 so	 that	 she	 doesn’t	 worry	
about	losing	time	with	her	friends	and	activities.	Mike	and	
Julie,	 however,	 did	 not	 agree	 that	 homework	 should	 be	
done	in	the	children’s	rooms	due	to	lack	of	oversight.	They	
also	 explained	 that	 during	 homework	 hours,	 phones	
would	be	placed	in	a	basket	on	the	kitchen	counter,	while	
homework	will	be	done	at	the	kitchen	table.	Madison	was	
visibly	 upset	 with	 this	 request.	 Mike	 and	 Julie	 did	 not	
respond	to	the	display	of	negative	attitude	as	to	not	feed	
into	the	energy.	

	
Jonathan	chose	not	to	attend	the	meeting	and	instead	

told	 his	 parents	 that	 the	 idea	 was	 “bullshit,”	 and	 “he	
would	 do	 whatever	 the	 fuck	 he	 wanted.”	 Mike	 and	 Julie	
did	not	 let	 Jonathan	hold	any	power	 in	the	situation	and	
went	to	his	room	directly	after	the	meeting.	They	sat	in	his	
room	 and	 relayed	 the	 same	 information	 to	 him.	 The	
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purpose	of	this	was	not	to	explain	potential	consequences	
(consequences	 are	 addressed	 later	 in	 this	 chapter),	 but	
only	 to	 present	 the	 structure	 and	 expectations.	 At	 the	
conclusion	 Jonathan	 was	 visibly	 agitated	 and	 told	 Mike	
and	 Julie	 to	 get	 the	 fuck	 out	 of	 his	 room.	Mike	 and	 Julie	
calmly	 stated	 that	 that	 behavior	 will	 no	 longer	 be	
tolerated	 and	 they	 will	 be	 addressing	 consequence	
structure	at	the	family	meeting	tomorrow.	They	also	laid	
the	 groundwork	 by	 stating,	 “If	 you	 would	 like	 to	 have	
some	 say	 regarding	 your	 consequences,	 come	 to	 the	
meeting	tomorrow.”	Mike	and	Julie	then	disengaged.	
	

What	About	Co-Parenting?	
	
In	situations	where	kids	split	time	in	2	separate	homes,	the	

approach	should	not	be	different	then	if	there	was	only	a	single	
home.	 This	 means	 that	 consistency	 is	 the	 key.	 All	 daily	
structure	 and	 consequence	 structure	 should	 be	 the	 same	 so	
that	 kids	 know	 exactly	what	 is	 expected	 of	 them	 through	 the	
process.	 In	getting	back	 to	basics,	 I	make	a	 clear	 statement.	 If	
you	 cannot	 come	 to	 agreement	 with	 a	 previous	 spouse	 or	
partner	around	how	to	compromise	and	operate	from	a	place	of	
consistency,	 you	 are	making	 a	 conscious	 choice	 to	 have	 your	
child	 suffer	 due	 to	 your	 own	 selfishness.	 If	 this	 statement	
caused	you	concern,	or	elicited	a	defensive	response,	then	it	is	
time	to	look	inside	yourself	and	honestly	ask	yourself	what	are	
your	priorities	and	motivations	 in	 raising	your	child/children.	
This	program	does	not	aim	to	soft-step	around	these	issues	and	
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addresses	them	head	on.	Without	consistency,	the	likelihood	of	
reaching	your	family	goals	drastically	reduces.	

	
Sit	down	and	talk	and	ask	why	the	beliefs	and	approach	are	

what	 they	 are.	 Remove	 the	 barriers	 of	 anger	 and	 resentment	
that	may	 be	 interfering	with	 your	 ability	 to	 hear	 other	 ideas.	
Children	are	not	bargaining	tools	or	devices	to	gain	leverage	or	
seek	revenge.	They	need	parents	to	parent,	whether	together	or	
not.		

	
When	applied	equally	and	consistently	in	both	homes,	this	

program	will	work	just	the	same	as	if	in	a	single	home.	Take	the	
risk	and	be	the	best	co-parents	you	can	be	by	putting	your	child	
first.	 Create	 the	 parental	 hierarchy	 together	 and	 with	 new	
partners	and	spouses.	Your	child	deserves	it	from	you.	

	
How	To	Eliminate	Negative	Behaviors	

	
As	 a	 parent,	 you	must	 teach	 through	 the	 challenges.	 This	

means	 not	 defining	 your	 teen	 based	 on	 negative	 choices.	
Instead,	 you	must	 continue	 to	 identify	 and	praise	 the	positive	
choices	 of	 your	 teen	 regardless	 of	 their	 behavior.	 This	 can	 be	
incredibly	 difficult	 but	 critically	 important	 for	 success.	 By	
focusing	 on	 the	 positive	 choices,	 you	 are	 conditioning	 your	
child	 to	 seek	more	positive	 attention.	 	Over	 time	 the	negative	
behaviors	 will	 reduce.	 Think	 of	 how	 you	 respond	 to	
management	 styles	 of	 bosses.	 Do	 you	 like	 critical	
micromanagers,	or	encouraging	teachers?	
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To	 facilitate	 the	 meeting	 of	 individual	 needs,	 all	 human	
beings	display	behaviors.	When	you	understand	the	underlying	
need	 of	 the	 behavior,	 you	 can	 teach	 your	 teen	 to	 effectively	
meet	their	needs	in	healthy	pro-social	ways.	First,	you	need	to	
understand	the	three	basic	functions	of	behavior.			

	
To	Connect/Belong	
To	Escape/Avoid	
To	Get	Material	Item/Activity	

	
Teens	need	to	feel	that	they	have	control	in	meeting	these	

needs.	 	 If	they	feel	they	are	being	controlled	then	they	will	act	
in	 defiance	 in	 response.	 	 In	 order	 to	 maintain	 parental	
authority,	 teens	 should	 be	 presented	 with	 choices	 to	 meet	
expectations	for	need	fulfillment.	

	
Each	 of	 these	 needs	 has	 its	 root	 in	 the	 pleasure/pain	

principle.	 By	 learning	 how	 to	 reinforce	 positive	 behaviors	 by	
increasing	the	amount	of	pleasure	they	receive	when	they	act	in	
healthy,	pro-social	ways,	you	will	condition	your	teens	to	seek	
positive	 rewards.	 This	 only	 occurs	 when	 you	 clearly	 see	 the	
need,	and	accept	that	the	need	must	be	met	or	the	behavior	will	
escalate	until	it	is.	

	
In	 this	 figure	 you	 see	 a	 behavior	 escalation	 curve.	 When	

behaviors	 are	 visually	 represented	 the	 tendency	 is	 to	
depersonalize	and	gain	a	greater	understanding	of	the	points	of	
intervention	for	reducing	and	eliminating	defiant,	disrespectful	
and	aggressive	behaviors.		
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The	 figure	 above	 gives	 an	 example	 of	 a	 typical	 escalation	
curve.	 It	 is	 important	 to	 note	 that	 teen	 behaviors	 escalate	
quickly	(0-100	in	10	seconds).	This	creates	a	small	window	of	
time	to	intervene.	By	understanding	the	intricacies	of	changing	
behavior,	 parents	 can	 set	 realistic	 timelines.	 It	 is	 critical	 that	
parents	 do	 not	 join	 in	 the	 escalation	 by	 power	 struggling,	
demanding,	 or	 assigning	 consequences	 during	 the	 escalation.	
These	conversations	are	necessary	but	only	after	 the	 teen	has	
returned	to	a	state	of	calm.	Parents	need	to	utilize	coping	skills	
to	 remain	 calm,	 so	 they	 avoid	 joining	 in	 the	 teen’s	 escalation	
curve.	Often,	 this	 alone	 teaches	 the	 teen	 that	 the	 escalation	 is	
ineffective	at	meeting	their	needs.		

	
An	effective	tool	parents	can	use	to	remain	calm	is	to	trade	

off	 with	 one	 another.	 Stepping	 away	 and	 giving	 the	 other	
parent	 the	 lead	 does	 not	 show	 weakness,	 but	 reinforces	 the	
parental	 hierarchy,	 and	 models	 effective	 behavioral	
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management	 techniques.	 Parents	 will	 need	 to	 implement	 the	
same	breathing	techniques	the	teen	will	learn.	This	is	a	simple	
5	 second	slow	 inhale	 through	 the	nose	and	a	5	 second	exhale	
through	the	mouth.	Practice	this	breathing	in	times	of	calm	and	
it	will	be	easier	to	do	in	times	of	stress.	It	is	about	progress	and	
not	perfection.	

	
Looking	at	the	figure	you	can	see	the	escalation	begins	with	

an	 identifiable	 trigger.	 It	 may	 take	 some	 exploration	 and	
dialogue	with	your	teen	to	understand	what	is	starting	them	on	
their	 escalation	 curve.	 By	 understanding	 the	 trigger,	 parents	
can	view	the	behavior	through	the	lens	of	need	fulfillment.	Did	
the	teen	need	to	feel	loved?	Need	to	temporarily	avoid	a	stress-
inducing	 task?	Need	 an	 object	 or	 access	 to	 an	 activity?	When	
parents	respect	their	teen’s	unique	needs	and	learn	how	to	fill	
them,	behaviors	melt	away.	Do	not	convince	yourself	 that	you	
are	 losing	 control,	 or	 that	 you	 are	 reinforcing	 avoidance	
tendencies.	What	 you	 are	doing,	 is	 teaching	 your	 teen	how	 to	
manage	his/her	self	emotionally,	and	opening	honest	dialogue,	
which	allows	for	the	communication	of	love.	Do	not	get	lost	in	
the	 power-control	 trap	 that	 dooms	 many	 parent-child	
interactions.	Take	a	risk	to	be	need	driven	rather	than	control	
driven.	

	
After	the	trigger,	the	teen	begins	to	display	what	I	call	early	

warning	 signs	 (breathing	 changes,	 heart	 rate	 change,	 muscle	
tightness).	 To	 effectively	 help	 your	 teen	 learn	 to	 de-escalate,	
you	 need	 to	 understand	 the	 skills	 he/she	 needs	 to	 acquire.	
First,	they	will	need	to	learn	the	breathing	technique	described	
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above	 (5	 seconds	 in	 through	 nose/5	 seconds	 out	 through	
mouth).	This	technique	is	scientifically	based.	When	people	are	
under	 stress,	 their	 breathing	 becomes	 faster	 and	 shallower.	
This	 creates	 an	 oxygen-deprived	 environment	 that	 creates	 a	
toxic,	carbon	dioxide-rich	environment.	Ultimately,	 this	causes	
the	heart	to	beat	faster	in	order	to	get	more	oxygen.	The	body	
compensates	by	pulling	available	oxygen	out	of	muscle	 tissue,	
which	results	in	muscle	tensing.	It	is	a	vicious	loop	that	sends	a	
signal	to	the	brain	that	the	person	is	under	stress.	More	stress	
hormones	 are	 released	 and	 the	 person	 enters	 fight,	 flight	 or	
freeze.	 Slowing	 breathing	 breaks	 this	 stress-induced	 negative	
feedback	loop.	

	
In	addition	to	breathing,	the	teen	will	need	to	learn	how	to	

progressively	relax	their	muscles.	To	do	this,	purposefully	tense	
an	 individual	 muscle	 group	 for	 10	 seconds	 and	 then	 slowly	
release	the	tension	for	10	seconds.	Progressively	relaxing	every	
muscle	 group	 will	 not	 only	 relax	 the	 body,	 but	 will	 bring	
awareness	 to	 the	 teen	 about	 how	 stress	 is	 stored	 physically.	
The	more	body	awareness	they	have	the	better	they	will	be	at	
controlling	 their	 behavior.	 It	 is	 vital	 that	 the	 breathing	
technique	 is	 practiced	 in	 conjunction	 with	 the	 muscle	
relaxation	exercise	so	the	body	is	not	sent	back	into	an	oxygen-
deprived	state.	

	
If	the	need	is	not	met,	the	early	warning	signs	are	missed,	

or	 the	 teen	has	not	yet	mastered	the	breathing	and	relaxation	
techniques,	then	it	is	time	for	escape.	Although	taking	space	can	
be	 thought	 of	 as	 a	 proactive	 strategy	 in	managing	 behavioral	
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escalation	 by	 filling	 the	 need	 to	 avoid,	 escape	 is	 when	 things	
have	gotten	out	of	hand	and	are	becoming	unmanageable.	If	the	
teen	has	escalated	to	near	the	top	of	his/her	curve,	then	allow	
for	 a	breaking	of	 tension	by	permitting	 the	 teen	 to	move	 to	 a	
different	 room	 or	 area,	 or	 you	 as	 a	 parent	 move	 to	 another	
room	or	 area.	After	 escaping	 a	 tense	 situation,	 it	 is	 important	
that	 your	 teen	 does	 not	 ruminate	 on	 the	 anger/frustration.	
Coping	skills	to	use	while	away	from	others	are	journaling,	art,	
listening	 or	 playing	 music,	 or	 any	 other	 expressive	 activity.	
Escape	can	also	consist	of	going	outside	or	any	other	area	that	
physical	 activity	 can	 be	 preformed.	 For	 example,	 playing	
basketball,	doing	pushups,	hitting	a	punching	bag,	etc.	A	simple,	
yet	effective,	way	to	signal	it	is	necessary	to	escape,	is	to	create	
a	buzzword	agreed	upon	by	 the	entire	 family.	 Some	examples	
are	 balloon,	 watermelon,	 or	 trampoline.	 These	 words	 are	
humorous	when	loudly	shouted	out	of	context,	which	can	bring	
levity	into	tense	situations.	Think	of	it	as	a	non-direct,	directive.	
It	may	seem	silly,	but	the	alternative	may	be	dangerous.	

	
Focusing	again	on	the	Stevens	family	we	look	at	how	

understanding	 needs	 and	 learning	 how	 to	 identify	 the	
early	 warning	 signs	 can	 drastically	 reduce	 and	 even	
eliminate	behaviors.	

	
As	 we	 learned	 in	 the	 initial	 presentation	 of	 the	

Stevens	 family,	 Jonathan	 is	 the	 primary	 instigator.	 	 His	
primary	 behaviors	 are	 disrespect	 and	 defiance.	 	 They	
both	 manifest	 in	 the	 same	 way,	 disrespectful	 language	
and	 intimidating	 body	 language.	 	 In	 order	 to	 better	
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understand	why	this	behavior	is	present	we	will	begin	by	
looking	 at	 the	 needs	 that	 drive	 Jonathan’s	 troubling	
behavior.	

	
On	 the	 surface,	 Mike	 and	 Julie	 are	 reluctantly	

starting	to	believe	that	Jonathan	is	 just	a	bad	kid.	 	They	
feel	 guilty	 for	 thinking	 this,	 but	 there	 is	 no	 other	
reasonable	 explanation	 in	 their	 minds.	 	 They	 feel	 that	
their	requests	are	not	out	of	the	ordinary	for	what	should	
be	 expected	of	 a	 17-year-old	 boy.	 	 Since	 they	are	 losing	
hope,	 they	 are	 communicating	 out	 of	 frustration.	 They	
approach	conversations			with	a	frustrated	tone	and	they	
escalate	 their	 argumentative	 communication	 style	 as	
Jonathan	escalates	his	disrespectful	language.			

	
Mike	and	Julie	decide	to	take	the	risk	to	change	their	

perspective.	 	 They	 begin	 to	 look	 at	 the	 need	 that	
Jonathan	 has	 to	 be	 in	 control	 of	 his	 life.	 	 They	 are	
committed	 to	 changing	 consequences	 and	
communication	 and	 they	 want	 to	 move	 away	 from	 the	
constant	power	struggles	by	understanding	the	function	
of	 Jonathan’s	 behavior.	 	 Mike	 and	 Julie	 begin	 to	 see	
Jonathan’s	desire	 to	be	 in	control	as	appropriate	 for	his	
developmental	stage.		They	discuss	their	ideas	for	why	he	
is	 so	defiant	and	disrespectful.	 	Mike	and	 Julie	arrive	at	
the	 conclusion	 that	 Jonathan’s	 need	 is	 to	 escape	 an	
undesirable	 task	 by	 creating	 discord	 in	 the	 relationship	
thereby	shifting	the	focus.	
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Jonathan	 reports	 that	 this	 is,	 in	 fact,	 true.	 	 He	
complains	 that	 the	 tone	 of	 his	 parent’s	 requests	 is	
condescending.		He	states	his	parents	“nag”	him	every	10	
minutes	until	he	blows	up.	 	He	 states	he	 is	 fine	with	his	
chores	and	would	be	more	likely	to	do	homework	if	they	
would	let	him	manage	his	own	time.	

	
Mike	and	 Julie	 learn	about	 Jonathan’s	 thoughts	and	

feelings	during	a	family	meeting.		Initially	they	decide	to	
create	 a	 family	 buzzword	 of	 “Tangerine”	 to	 signal	 all	
family	members	to	escape	to	their	rooms	as	tension	rises	
to	aggression.	 	In	addition,	family	members	completed	a	
behavior	escalation	curve	to	better	understand	how	they	
respond	 to	 their	 individual	 triggers.	 	 Through	 this	
process	 Jonathan	 realized	 that	 he	 feels	 his	 aggression	
rise	upon	hearing	the	tone	his	parent’s	use	towards	him.			
He	 then	 feels	 his	 breathing	 become	 heavy	 and	 shallow,	
his	heart	begins	to	race,	he	feels	warm,	then	he	clenches	
his	fists.		This	all	leads	to	a	verbal	attack.		Jonathan	was	
able	 to	 see	 all	 of	 the	 negative	 emotions	 he	 experiences	
after	 the	 outbursts.	 He	 reported	 feeling	 shame,	 guilt,	
sadness,	and	 remorse.	 	He	 reported	his	 tendency	was	 to	
withdraw	and	 isolate	until	everything	died	down,	which	
could	 take	 days.	 	 He	 stated	 he	 wanted	 to	 avoid	 the	
negative	feelings	but	felt	out	of	control	when	triggered.	

	
Mike	 and	 Julie	 agreed	 to	 present	 Jonathan	with	 his	

required	 tasks	 and	 responsibilities	 on	 a	 list	 and	 stop	
“nagging”	 him.	 They	 agreed	 to	 review	 compliance	 and	
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accountability	 in	 the	 daily	 privilege	 plan.	 	 Jonathan	
agreed.	 	 He	 was	 confused	 about	 the	 privilege	 plan	 but	
was	motivated	by	not	being	nagged.	 	By	eliminating	the	
“nagging,”	Mike	and	Julie	removed	his	need	to	escape	and	
avoid.	 	 Jonathan	 in	 turn	 agreed	 to	 practice	 breathing	
techniques	 when	 he	 feels	 agitated	 and	 ultimately	 take	
space	before	being	disrespectful.	

	
In	 addition	 Mike	 and	 Julie	 will	 monitor	 their	 own	

escalation	 curves	 and	 not	 react	 to	 Jonathan’s	 behavior.		
Over	time	they	see	that	Jonathan	does	not	affect	them	in	
the	 same	way	 and	 Jonathan	 no	 longer	 sees	 value	 in	 his	
negative	behavior.		Later,	we	will	see	how	strength-based	
communication	 and	 the	 privilege	 plan	 supports	 and	
maintains	progress.	

	
As	 Jonathan’s	 behavior	 continues	 to	 improve,	

Madison	 is	 feeling	 safer	 to	 come	 out	 of	 her	 room	 and	
communicate	with	Jonathan.	 	Caleb	is	also	learning	that	
honest	 communication	 makes	 everyone	 feel	 better	
emotionally	 and	 starts	 engaging	 more	 with	 the	 family.		
Mike	and	Julie	feel	hope	restored	and	that	they	now	have	
control	of	their	household	again.	
	

Making	Consequences	Work	
	
Most	 parents	 ask,	 “what	 about	 consequences?”	 To	 them	 I	

say	this,	“they	are	important	and	should	be	clear,	but	must	only	
be	 used	 as	 a	 last	 resort	when	 all	 attempts	 at	 need	 fulfillment	
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have	not	worked,	and	even	then	review	how	effective	you	are	
at	 identifying	 and	 meeting	 needs.”	 That	 being	 said,	
consequences	 operate	 on	 deterrence	 theory	 as	 part	 of	 the	
pain/pleasure	 principle.	 The	 idea	 that	 if	 you	 do	 something	 to	
me	 that	 I	 do	not	 like,	 then	 I	will	 cause	pain	of	 equal	 value	by	
taking	 something	 you	 value	 away	 from	 you.	 With	 teens,	 this	
often	 does	 not	 work.	 They	 only	 learn	 to	 respect	 you	 less,	
communicate	less,	and	express	love	less	often.		

	
In	“Back	to	Basics,”	parents	create	an	incentive	plan	when	

behaviors	 are	 out	 of	 control.	 This	 is	 not	 a	 gold	 star	 chart	 or	
earning	 a	 new	 video	 game	 when	 they	 stop	 the	 undesired	
behavior.	What	is	described	below	is	something	much	different.	
It	 starts	 with	 developing	 a	 plan	 with	 your	 teen	 about	 their	
responsibilities	 in	 the	home	and	behavioral	 expectations	both	
inside	 and	 outside	 of	 the	 home	 (i.e.	 chores,	 grades,	
communication,	 curfew).	 Partnering	 with	 your	 teen	 to	 make	
him/her	 a	 part	 of	 this	 discussion	 creates	 an	 opportunity	 for	
negotiation	 and	 is	 the	 only	 way	 to	 get	 buy-in.	 Once	 the	
expectations	are	clearly	defined,	the	process	moves	to	defining	
how	 privileges	 are	 earned	 on	 a	 daily	 basis	 when	
responsibilities/expectations	 are	 met.	 This	 gives	 your	 teen	 a	
reasonable	and	predictable	path	to	access	what	they	value,	and	
each	day	 it	starts	over	so	 they	don’t	 lose	hope.	 It	 is	 important	
for	 teens	 to	 feel	 like	 they	 have	 control,	 so	 always	 put	 the	
control	 back	 in	 their	 hands	 by	 starting	 each	 day	with	 a	 clean	
slate.	On	 the	 first	 day	 of	 this	 plan,	 you	will	 take	 all	 privileges	
away	from	your	teen.	Since	they	have	helped	develop	this	plan	
with	you,	there	will	be	no	surprises.	If	they	chose	to	reject	the	
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plan	and	did	not	play	a	role	in	creating	it,	then	this	first	day	will	
be	 much	 more	 challenging.	 Remember	 at	 any	 time	 they	 can	
enter	 back	 into	 the	 discussion	 to	 have	 input	 into	 the	 plan.	
Always	encourage	 them	to	 take	advantage	of	 that	opportunity	
to	 empower	 your	 teen	 to	 take	 responsibility	 for	 their	
choices/actions.	 Taking	 all	 privileges	 means	 cell	 phone	 or	
service,	 video	 game	 console,	 non-academic	 computer	use,	 car,	
access	to	friends,	etc.	

	
This	plan	teaches	them	to	earn	the	things	they	want	rather	

than	 to	 be	 afraid	 of	 their	 privileges	 being	 taken	 away.	 It	
depersonalizes	 consequences	 so	 it	 is	 less	 about	 the	 parent	
taking,	 then	 it	 is	 about	 the	 teen	 not	 following	 through	 and	
earning.	To	start,	the	earning	must	be	daily,	meaning	each	day	
the	plan	starts	over.	Generally,	by	within	2	weeks	most	of	 the	
behaviors	will	go	away.	It	is	a	simple	strategy	that	creates	real	
results.		

	
The	 day	 after	 rolling	 out	 the	 new	house	 structure,	

Mike	and	Julie	had	a	meeting	to	discuss	consequences	in	
the	home.		To	their	surprise,	all	the	kids	were	present	for	
this	meeting.	Mike	and	Julie	thanked	their	kids	for	being	
present	 and	 expressed	 hope	 that	 this	would	 help	 them	
reach	their	family	vision.	

	
Mike	 and	 Julie	 started	 the	meeting	 by	 stating	 that	

they	 felt	 their	 previous	 consequence	 structure	was	 too	
strict	 and	 did	 not	 work	 because	 consequences	 were	
reactive	 and	 based	 on	 their	 frustration.	Mike	 and	 Julie	
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practiced	open	and	honest	communication	and	let	go	of	
the	 fear	 that	 the	 kids	 would	 lose	 respect	 for	 their	
authority.	 Instead,	 the	 kids	 felt	 encouraged	 that	 this	
discussion	would	be	different.	

	
Mike	 and	 Julie	 presented	 the	 non-negotiable.	Mike	

and	Julie	stated	that	aggression	and	disrespect	would	no	
longer	be	tolerated	and	that	any	attempts	to	physically	
intimidate	or	be	assaultive	would	now	result	 in	 calling	
the	police.	This	message	was	a	tone	setter	and	agitated	
Jonathan.		

	
Mike	and	Julie	 let	 the	kids	know	that	with	the	new	

approach	they	felt	this	would	no	longer	be	a	worry.	They	
told	 the	 kids	 they	 believed	 they	 were	 good	 kids	 who	
sometimes	made	mistakes	 and	 that	 they	wanted	 these	
mistakes	to	be	used	as	opportunities	to	learn	and	grow.	
Mike	 and	 Julie	 expressed	 that	mistakes	 will	 not	 define	
the	 kids	 or	 be	 met	 with	 shaming	 or	 overly	 punitive	
consequences.	 This	 hooked	 the	 kids	 into	 the	 process.	
Even	Jonathan	was	no	longer	agitated.	

	
Mike	and	Julie	described	how	they	would	no	longer	

be	 taking	 items,	 activities	 or	 freedom	 away	 from	 the	
kids.	They	explained	how	each	day	the	kids	would	start	
earning	 privileges	 as	 they	 met	 certain	 requirements.	
Mike	 and	 Julie	 then	 asked	 the	 kids	 what	 their	
expectations	were	and	what	they	would	earn.	Mike	and	
Julie	 also	 let	 the	 kids	 know	 that	 the	 system	 would	 go	
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away	 as	 long	 as	 they	 were	 following	 through	 with	
expectations.	 	 Mike	 and	 Julie	 explained	 the	 structure	
would	 be	 put	 back	 in	 place	 for	 all	 of	 them	 if	 they	
returned	 to	 previous	 behaviors.	 Mike	 and	 Julie	 then	
asked	 the	 kids	 to	 help	 create	 the	 structure.	 The	 kids	
were	 not	 happy	 about	 starting	 the	 day	 without	 their	
privileges,	 but	 were	 motivated	 to	 discuss	 how	 they	
would	 earn	 things	 back.	 Overall,	 the	 conversation	was	
productive	and	agreement	was	reached.	

	
The	 next	 day	 the	 plan	 started.	 Jonathan	 was	 the	

first	 to	 test	 the	 system.	 The	 kids	 needed	 to	 turn	 their	
phones	in	so	that	they	would	earn	them	back	as	long	as	
they	 were	 ready	 for	 school	 on	 time.	 Jonathan	 refused	
many	times.	Mike	and	Julie	simply	reminded	him	that	he	
would	then	not	have	access	to	video	games	or	the	car	for	
the	 remainder	 of	 the	 day.	 	 The	 plan	 included	 a	 non-
negotiable	 to	respect	 the	structure	and	 follow	through.	
They	 reminded	him	 that	he	had	a	 choice.	He	 remained	
defiant.	 They	 simply	 said,	 “you	 will	 have	 another	
opportunity	 tomorrow.”	 The	 other	 kids	 were	
empowered	by	Jonathan	and	were	reluctant,	but	turned	
in	their	phones	and	quickly	earned	them	back.	Mike	and	
Julie	praised	the	positive	choice.		

	
After	 school,	 the	 kids	 came	 home	 and	 got	 snacks	

and	 watched	 TV,	 played	 on	 phones,	 etc.	 When	 it	 was	
homework	 time	 Madison	 and	 Caleb	 turned	 in	 their	
phones	 without	 incident.	 Jonathan	 was	 still	 being	
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defiant	 and	 refused	 to	 follow	 the	 expectation.	 After	
homework	and	chores,	Madison	and	Caleb	received	their	
phones	 and	 had	 earned	 access	 to	 video	 games,	 social	
media,	 and	 free	 time.	 Later	 that	 night,	 just	 before	
dinner,	Madison	and	Caleb’s	phones	were	again	 turned	
in	without	 incident.	 Jonathan	 also	 turned	 in	 his	 phone	
and	then	asked	to	use	the	car	to	see	his	girlfriend	after	
dinner.	Mike	and	Julie	let	him	know	that	he	did	not	earn	
the	 privilege	 and	 that	 he	 would	 have	 an	 opportunity	
tomorrow	 to	 follow	 the	 rules	and	use	 the	 car	 if	he	did.	
This	 enraged	 Jonathan	 and	 he	 began	 yelling	 and	
screaming	 and	 threatening	 Mike	 and	 Julie.	 Mike	
immediately	got	up	to	grab	the	phone.	He	 let	 Jonathan	
know	 that	 he	 should	 take	 space	 in	 his	 room	 to	 calm	
down	 by	 loudly	 saying	 tangerine	 (the	word	 the	 family	
had	 chosen	 as	 a	 signal	 to	 de-escalate).	 Jonathan	 saw	
Mike	grab	the	phone	and	knew	that	if	he	didn’t	go	to	his	
room	that	the	police	might	be	called.	 Jonathan	went	to	
his	room.	After	15	minutes	both	Mike	and	Julie	went	to	
talk	 to	 him.	 They	 asked	 him	 how	 he	 was	 feeling	 and	
stated	 that	 this	 was	 a	 new	 way	 of	 doing	 things	 and	
would	be	hard	in	the	beginning.	They	also	reminded	him	
that	tomorrow	was	a	new	day.		

	
The	next	day	all	the	kids	followed	the	rules	without	

incident.	 At	 the	 end	 of	 the	 first	 week,	 Mike	 and	 Julie	
addressed	the	structure	at	the	family	meeting	and	asked	
if	 there	 was	 any	 feedback.	 Jonathan	 asked	 that	 the	
requirement	 to	 turn	 in	 phones	 in	 the	 morning	 be	
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removed.	 The	 family	 agreed	 with	 a	 vote.	 The	 kids	
continued	 to	 follow	 through	 with	 all	 other	
requirements.		
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Communicating	To	Strengthen	Relationships	
	

Relationships	 cannot	 exist	 without	 communication.	 With	
poor	 communication	 you	 can	 severely	 damage	 an	 incredibly	
positive	 and	 fulfilling	 relationship.	 People	 often	 come	 from	 a	
place	of	fear	in	how	they	interact	with	those	who	are	closest	to	
them.	 Fear	 that	 they	 are	 not	 valued,	 not	 loved,	 that	 they	 are	
inadequate,	 wrong,	 powerless,	 etc.	 This	 fear	 based	 thinking	
results	in	deficit	based	thinking.	You	start	by	identifying	what	is	
lacking	 or	 what	 you	 perceive	 is	 lacking	 in	 others,	 and	 then	
become	 focused	 on	 ways	 to	 “fix”	 the	 problem.	 Thus,	
relationships	are	reduced	 to	 the	sum	of	 the	problems	and	not	
the	 sum	 of	 the	 strengths.	 As	 you	 learn	 to	 move	 to	 strength-
based	 communication	 you	 will	 see	 all	 your	 relationships	
flourish	 beyond	 belief.	 Remember	 it	 will	 require	 taking	 risks	
and	learning	new	skills.	

	
The	most	 important	element	of	communicating	within	the	

“Back	to	Basics”	framework	is	to	be	values	based.	As	introduced	
earlier	in	this	book,	the	3	primary	values	are	love,	respect	and	
honesty.		

	
When	 driven	 by	 these	 values,	 communication	 becomes	

open	 and	 direct.	 Ensure	 that	 messages	 are	 delivered	 using	
strength-based	language	and	tone.	Abstain	from	criticizing	with	
a	condemning	spirit	or	tone,	as	this	will	cause	distancing	from	
the	 relationship.	 Focus	 on	 removing	 frustration	 by	 viewing	
mistakes	as	teaching	moments	where	you	explore	the	rationale	
of	your	teen’s	decisions	in	order	to	more	effectively	encourage	
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alternative	 choices.	 This	 will	 allow	 you	 to	 move	 from	
frustration	and	disappointment	to	encouragement.		

	
Strength-based	 communication	 is	 just	 that,	 finding	 the	

strengths	 of	 family	 members	 and	 highlighting	 them.	
Acknowledge	everything	positive	and	your	teen	will	soon	crave	
the	praise.	Teach	them	that	negative	actions	are	not	rewarded	
with	attention,	but	positive	actions	are	given	praise.		

	
To	 further	 your	 ability	 to	 communicate	 in	 strength-based	

ways,	you	can	 incorporate	a	simple	technique	called	reflective	
listening.	 Simply	 paraphrase	 what	 you	 hear	 and	 ask	 if	 you	
understand	 it	 correctly.	 This	 creates	 an	 open	 environment	 of	
validation,	 mutual	 understanding	 and	 trust.	 In	 addition	 to	
reflective	 listening,	 you	 will	 need	 to	 focus	 on	 the	 underlying	
needs	of	 your	 teen.	When	you	are	 able	 to	quickly	 identify	 the	
driving	 force,	 you	 can	 communicate	 from	a	place	of	 increased	
understanding.	 Understanding	 displays	 a	 focus	 on	 care,	
compassion	and	expression	of	love.	A	simple	way	to	remember	
these	concepts	is	to	remain	curious	in	all	communication.	This	
shows	 that	 there	 is	 openness	 to	 hearing	 the	 other	 person’s	
thoughts	 and	 clearly	 states	 that	 you	 do	 not	 pretend	 to	 know	
what	is	really	going	on.	

	 	
The	 ultimate	 goal	 is	 to	 know	 and	 respect	 the	 internal	

experience	of	 every	 family	member.	Parents	will	 need	 to	 take	
risks	 and	allow	 their	 own	 thoughts	 and	 feelings	 to	be	known.	
Leading	through	vulnerability	will	enhance	connection	and	lead	
to	further	disclosure.		
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It	 is	 extremely	 important	 to	 avoid	 power	 and	 control	

dynamics	 in	 communication.	 Seeking	 power	 and	 control	 in	
communication	 leads	parents	 to	 “hound,”	or	 “nag”	 their	 teens,	
which	most	often	leads	to	tuning	out,	and	defiance.	Power	and	
control	become	the	focus	when	you	operate	from	a	fear-based	
system,	so	it	is	important	that	you	identify	and	address	fears	as	
they	 arise.	 This	 can	 be	 tricky,	 but	 by	 remaining	 curious	 and	
allowing	for	vulnerability,	fear	is	likely	to	subside.		

	
In	the	example	of	the	Stevens	family,	we	can	see	how	

Mike	and	 Julie	have	 lost	patience	with	 Jonathan	and	are	
communicating	 from	a	place	of	 needing	 to	 control.	 They	
believe	that	the	firmer	they	are	in	tone	and	language	that	
Jonathan	will	comply.	

	
Jonathan	on	the	other	hand	feels	that	his	parents	only	

care	about	themselves.	They	do	not	try	to	understand	his	
perspective,	 so	 he	 is	 defiant	 and	 disrespectful.	 Jonathan	
believes	 that	 he	 is	 returning	 the	 favor	 to	 his	 parents.	
Jonathan	 believes	 that	 he	 is	 only	 valued	 if	 he	 complies	
with	 requests.	 He,	 on	 the	 other	 hand,	 desires	 trust,	
freedom	 and	 independence.	 Both	 sides	 are	 coming	 from	
opposite	ends	of	the	spectrum.	

	
Madison	 has	 learned	 to	 approach	 Jonathan	 in	 the	

same	 way	 she	 sees	 her	 parents.	 Jonathan	 then	 attacks	
Madison	for	being	a	“bitch”	and	a	“kiss	ass.”	Madison	has	
been	 effectively	 taken	 out	 of	 the	 sister	 role	 and	 has	
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assumed	 the	 role	 of	 pseudo	parent.	On	 top	of	 that	 she	 is	
younger,	so	the	dynamics	do	not	support	her	in	a	position	
of	authority.	Mike	and	Julie	are	happy	to	allow	her	to	fight	
their	battles	for	them	because	they	feel	she	has	a	right	to	
her	opinion	and	to	defend	herself.	 In	reality	she	 is	acting	
out	their	frustration.	

	
Caleb	has	withdrawn	because	he	does	not	like	conflict	

and	believes	 that	everyone	needs	 to	 “chill	out.”	Mike	and	
Julie	 see	 this	 as	 depression	 and	 worry	 about	 his	
withdrawal.	They	saw	the	same	behavior	in	Jonathan	and	
are	 now	 projecting	 their	 fears	 on	 Caleb.	 He	 feels	 it	 but	
can’t	 communicate,	 so	 he	withdraws.	Mike	 and	 Julie	 are	
unknowingly	contributing	to	this	tendency.	

	
To	brake	free	of	the	cycle	Mike	and	Julie	need	to	look	

at	 the	 strengths	 of	 Jonathan	 and	 encourage	Madison	 to	
stop	the	negative	cycle.	At	a	family	meeting	Mike	and	Julie	
need	to	be	open	and	honest	about	what	got	the	family	to	
this	 point	 and	 freely	 name	 their	 frustrations.	 They	 will	
need	 to	 take	 the	 risk	 and	 own	 that,	 although	 frustrated,	
they	 should	 not	 be	 communicating	 frustration	 in	
language	 and	 attitude	 towards	 their	 kids.	 They	 should	
offer	 an	 apology	 without	 expectation	 of	 receiving	
anything	in	return.	Mike	and	Julie	can	then	move	forward	
in	defining	how	they	wish	to	communicate	in	the	future	by	
starting	to	name	the	strengths	of	each	kid.	In	this	exercise	
they	should	start	with	Caleb	and	end	with	Jonathan	as	to	
not	over	identify	Jonathan	as	the	problem		
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Being	 intentional	 will	 help	 Mike	 and	 Julie	 name	

positive	 aspects	 of	 their	 kids	 and	 acknowledge	 desired	
behaviors	 as	 they	 see	 it.	 They	 will	 need	 to	 continue	 to	
understand	 the	 function	 of	 their	 children’s	 behavior	 and	
respond	 to	 the	 escalation	 curves	 of	 their	 kids.	 They	 will	
remember	 to	 catch	 their	 kids	 doing	 right	 rather	 than	
wrong.	 This	 will	 change	 the	 system,	 and	 Jonathan	 will	
engage	 in	 a	 positive	 and	 meaningful	 way.	 Madison	 will	
learn	 to	 ignore	 Jonathan’s	 negative	 actions	 towards	 her	
and	 Caleb	 will	 seek	 out	 relationship	 with	 all	 family	
members.	 For	 Mike	 and	 Julie,	 it	 started	 with	 taking	 the	
risk	and	moving	past	the	fear	of	losing	control.	
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Maintaining	Connection	Through	Quality	Time	
	
There	are	two	types	of	time	spent	with	your	family,	quality	

time	 and	 quantity	 time.	 For	 the	 purpose	 of	 realizing	 your	
vision,	 the	 focus	will	be	on	quality	 time.	This	 is	not	 to	say	 the	
quantity	of	time	with	your	family	is	unimportant,	but	that	how	
you	spend	time	with	your	family	is	vital.	When	the	focus	is	on	
quality,	the	quantity	usually	follows,	becomes	fulfilling,	and	not	
burdensome	 or	 intrusive.	 Let’s	 look	 at	 how	 you	 will	 create	
quality	time	with	your	loved	ones.	

	
If	you	are	to	make	any	consistent	and	sustainable	impact	in	

the	life	of	your	teen,	then	you	must	be	actively	involved	in	their	
life.	 This	 must	 start	 with	 family	 dinners.	 Many	 times	 I	 have	
presented	the	key	to	family	healing	as	family	therapy.	I	do	not	
believe	 solely	 in	 the	 conventional	 office	 based	 view	 of	 family	
therapy.	 Instead,	 I	 explain	 to	 families	 that	 the	 dinner	 table	 is	
where	 family	 therapy	 organically	 happens.	 It	 is	 at	 the	 family	
dinner	that	family	members	check	in	about	how	they	are	doing,	
their	 current	 challenges,	 and	 receive	 support	 and	
understanding	on	how	to	approach	the	situational	demands	of	
life.		

	 	
The	 family	 dinner	 also	 shows	 each	member	 that	 they	 are	

valued	and	prioritized	by	every	other	member.	This	 is	a	place	
for	dialogue	and	accountability.	An	opportunity	to	explore	with	
your	 teen	 the	 issues	 they	 face.	 As	 discussed	 in	 the	
communication	 section,	 this	 is	where	 you	 remain	 curious	 and	
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truly	get	to	know	your	teen.	Family	dinners	are	not	an	option,	
but	a	core	element	of	this	entire	process.	

	
In	 addition	 to	 dinnertime,	 families	 must	 share	 time	

together	 and	 build	 lasting	memories.	 This	 requires	 scheduled	
family	 outings.	 The	 focus	 is	 not	 on	what	 is	 done,	 but	who	 its	
done	 with.	 The	 outings	 should	 have	 a	 very	 low	 to	 no	 cost	
associated	 with	 them	 to	 eliminate	 barriers,	 and	 remove	 the	
idea	 that	everything	needs	 to	have	a	high	price	attached	 to	 it.	
Some	 examples	 are	 hikes,	 beaches,	 camping,	 etc.	 When	
planning	 and	 preparing	 it	 is	 important	 that	 every	 family	
member	 has	 a	 say	 in	 planning	 and	 a	 role	 in	 preparing.	When	
disagreement	 is	 present,	 the	 family	 votes.	 When	 teens	 are	
resistant	 without	 presenting	 an	 alternative,	 they	 forfeit	 their	
vote.	

	 	
																				Quality	 time	also	needs	 to	be	spent	 in	 the	home.	Examples	

are	 family	 game	 night,	 movie	 night,	 etc.	 These	 are	 critical	
bonding	 times	 for	 families	 and	 when	 the	 activities	 are	
intentional,	 required	 and	 enjoyable,	 the	 results	 are	 incredibly	
positive.	

	
The	 last	point	to	make	is	that	during	all	of	 these	activities	

whether	 it	 is	 dinner,	 outings,	 or	 time	 at	 home,	 parents	 must	
model	being	present.	This	simply	means	no	technology	devices.	
To	 properly	 implement	 healthy	 communication	 and	 establish	
quality	 time	over	quantity	 time,	establish	no	 technology	 times	
and	 zones.	 Place	 a	 basket	 at	 the	 door	 or	 on	 a	 counter	 and	
require	every	family	member	to	place	their	smart	phone	in	the	
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basket	 with	 ringers	 off.	 Without	 this	 structure,	 the	 quality	 is	
sacrificed	 and	 time	 is	 spent	 face	 down	 in	 smart	 phones	 and	
tablets.	Avoid	this	trap	by	modeling	engagement	to	set	the	tone.	
What	better	way	to	communicate	love,	respect,	and	honesty?	

	
Getting	 back	 to	 the	 Stevens	 family,	 lets	 look	 at	 how	

they	 can	 create	quality	 time	 in	a	 family	 full	 of	 fractured	
relationships.	

	
First,	 the	 family	 needs	 to	 create	 a	 structure	 of	

technology	 free	 times	 and	 zones.	 Restricting	 technology	
will	be	hardest	for	Madison	as	she	spends	most	of	her	free	
time	 texting	 her	 friends	 and	 posting	 on	 Snapchat.	 As	
Jonathan	 witnesses	 Madison’s	 resistance,	 he	 sees	 an	
opportunity	 to	 redefine	 himself	 as	 the	 “good”	 kid.	
Jonathan	returns	to	participating	in	family	activities	as	a	
moment	 of	 empowerment.	 This	 presents	 a	 prime	
opportunity	 for	 Mike	 and	 Julie	 to	 praise	 Jonathan’s	
positive	choices.		Madison	will	then	reflect	on	her	defiance	
and	be	more	likely	to	comply,	as	she	desires	praise	for	her	
positive	choices.	

	
Madison	 will	 need	 space	 to	 vent	 her	 frustrations.	

Negotiation	 should	 be	 allowed	 to	 draw	 her	 in	 to	
constructive	 dialogue.	 For	 example,	 she	 may	 want	 to	
access	 her	 phone	 after	 school	 for	 an	 hour	 rather	 than	
jump	 right	 into	 schoolwork.	 As	 long	 as	 grades	 are	
acceptable,	 Mike	 and	 Julie	 should	 allow	 this	 change	 in	
structure.		
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Caleb	 is	 withdrawn	 and	 would	 prefer	 to	 stay	 in	 his	
room	and	play	Xbox.	He	is	young	and	impressionable	and	
will	 not	 go	 against	 the	 grain	 if	 others	 are	 buying	 in.	
Getting	 him	 to	 participate	 won’t	 be	 difficult	 as	 long	 as	
Mike	 and	 Julie	 create	 an	 authentic	 environment	 of	
enthusiasm.		

	
This	 brings	 the	 conversation	 back	 to	 Jonathan.	 If	 he	

engages	 and	buys	 in	 then	Caleb	will	 as	well.	 This	 allows	
Mike	 and	 Julie	 to	 have	 a	 conversation	 with	 Jonathan	
about	his	 role	as	a	 leader	and	how	thankful	 they	are	 for	
his	 willingness	 to	 participate.	 Even	 if	 Jonathan	 is	
reluctant,	Mike	and	Julie	can	use	the	opportunity	to	define	
their	desired	outcome.	Since	this	outcome	is	based	on	the	
family	vision,	Jonathan	will	have	been	conditioned	to	this	
expectation	from	the	beginning.	

	
Jonathan	may	respond	with	“that’s	fucking	stupid,”	or	

“this	 is	 bullshit.”	 This	 triggers	Mike	 and	 Julie,	which	 can	
cause	 them	 to	 lose	 sight	 of	 the	 opportunity	 to	
communicate	 effectively.	 	 Since	 they	 are	 aware	 of	 their	
escalation	curves,	they	avoid	reacting.	They	respond	with,	
“thanks	 for	 your	 honesty,	 how	 about	 you	 lead	 this	
meeting?”	Even	the	most	negative	interactions	present	an	
opportunity	 for	 empowerment	 and	 buy	 in	 if	 the	
communication	is	handled	appropriately.		

	
Once	at	 the	 table,	 all	 family	members	 should	have	a	

say	 in	 the	 structure	 of	 the	 technology	 free	 times	 and	
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zones.	Non-negotiable	for	Mike	and	Julie	will	be	no	phones	
during	homework,	at	 the	dinner	 table	and	during	 family	
movie	night.	In	addition,	the	family	has	already	agreed	on	
no	phones	during	 family	meetings	and	 this	 should	be	 re-
iterated.		

	
For	outings,	 the	kids	do	not	 seem	 interested	 so	Mike	

and	 Julie	make	several	 suggestions.	All	of	which	are	shut	
down	for	different	reasons.	Mike	and	 Julie	 then	decide	to	
empower	 the	 kids.	 “Well	 I	 guess	 we	 have	 bad	 ideas	 for	
spending	time	together.	Does	anyone	have	better	ideas?	If	
not	mom	and	I	will	make	all	the	decisions,	so	speak	up.	“	
Since	Mike	and	Julie	have	been	practicing	strength-based	
communication	 for	 some	 time	 now	 they	 also	 throw	 in,	
“You	guys	are	so	creative	and	fun,	 I	really	want	to	spend	
more	 time	with	 you,	 so	please	put	 your	 ideas	out	 there.”	
Taking	this	risk	pays	off	as	the	kids	suggest	Disneyland,	a	
Hawaii	vacation,	and	then	it	happens,	Caleb	says,	“I	want	
to	 go	 camping	 like	we	 used	 to	when	 I	 was	 a	 little	 boy.”	
Mike	and	Julie	 jump	on	the	comment,	 “	 I	miss	 those	trips	
too.	 It	was	all	 about	having	 fun	and	 loving	one	another.	
Great	suggestion,	Caleb!”	This	triggers	positive	memories	
and	leads	to	more	ideas	and	suggestions.	The	bigger	trips	
should	be	valued	as	well,	 but	 special	attention	 should	be	
given	to	the	no-cost/low	cost	trips.		

	
As	 Mike	 and	 Julie	 reflect	 on	 the	 process,	 they	 are	

amazed	 at	 the	 progress.	 Initially	 they	 were	 resistant	
because	 they	 were	 required	 to	 change	 so	 many	 things	
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about	 themselves.	 Before	 starting,	 they	 thought	 the	 only	
problem	 was	 Jonathan.	 	 They	 now	 realize	 that	 change	
occurs	when	we	let	go	of	what	has	not	been	working	and	
step	 in	 to	 a	 new	 way	 of	 doing	 things.	 With	 continued	
family	meetings	and	open	communication	they	know	they	
will	be	able	to	maintain	the	progress	they	have	made.	
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Take	The	Next	Step	
	

	
You	read	this	book	because	you	are	struggling.	You	either	

have	 a	 challenging	 teen	 in	 your	 family	 or	 you	 are	 directly	
impacted	by	someone	who	does.	You	feel	discouraged	that	you	
have	tried	all	the	quick	fixes	and	the	best	new	approach.	“Back	
to	Basics”	is	neither	a	quick	fix	nor	a	new	concept.	It	 is	simply	
taking	 all	 that	 we	 know	 to	 be	 true,	 simplifying	 it	 and	
incorporating	 the	 lifestyle	 changes	 in	 all	 facets	 of	 our	 family	
life.	 Only	 through	 hard	work	 and	 consistent	 practice	will	 you	
see	 the	 results.	 Do	 not	 slip	 back	 into	 the	 same	 trap	 of	
hopelessness	and	despair	that	had	you	seeking	answers	in	the	
first	place.	

 
In	addition	to	this	book,	the	Back	To	Basics	program	offers	

an	accompanying	interactive	workbook	that	walks	your	family	
through	 weekly	 tasks	 that	 teach	 you	 how	 to	 fully	 implement	
this	 process.	 	 The	 interactive	 aspect	 consists	 of	 embedded	
instructional	 videos	 that	 teach	 each	 weeks	 task	 in	 detail	 and	
help	 you	 to	 avoid	 common	 pitfalls.	 	 With	 this	 book	 and	 the	
workbook,	 you	 have	 all	 the	 tools	 necessary	 to	 achieve	 the	
family	 life	you	dream	of.	Take	charge	of	your	 life	and	take	the	
next	step	by	getting	you	and	your	family	back	to	basics	today	
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