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Parents are often navigating challenges and trying to make decisions in the best interest of their child. This often means setting rules, limits, and boundaries that our kids don’t like and enforcing them with consequences. When this happens, our relationship with our child can “disconnect”, which is a normal thing to happen in any relationship. It is important, however, to repair this with connection. Typically, we think about moments of connection as happening during happy, positive times. The truth is connection during a difficult time is equally important and builds your child’s sense of emotional safety. Once they feel emotionally safe, even if they are still angry, they can better tolerate correction.
The first step is to regulate yourself. Your child can sense your dysregulation, which will make it much harder to connect. Take a breath, soften your posture, and lower your voice. The second step is to move closer, both physically and emotionally. Make eye contact (if they can tolerate this) and physically get on their level. Acknowledge their feelings in the moment, not the negative behavior. Try saying something like, “You are really upset right now” instead of “What were you thinking?” This is the connection that signals to your child that their relationship with you is safe. The third step is to offer correction from within the relationship rather than a divided relationship. Approach the situation with curiosity, not accusations. Once your child feels seen, correction becomes possible. Keep it brief, simple, and specific. The goal is for your child to experience an adult as someone who is ultimately “for” them, rather than against them, even in hard moments. This experience changes correction from something that is a threat into something that they can learn from and integrate.
Connection isn’t a reward for negative behavior, but it is required for correction and relationship repair. Self-regulation is an important first step because children literally “borrow” our calm. When we acknowledge their behavior and emotions with curiosity, we reconnect and reinforce the relationship. Once they are calm and feel emotionally safe, they are better able to engage the logical part of their brain, tolerate correction, and limit-setting. The next time things feel disconnected between you and your child, remember your calm, curiosity, and willingness to reconnect are the most powerful tools you have.
