
I’m not a fan of terms like “free range parenting” and “helicopter parents” for two 
reasons. First, they are imprecise. How does one know if one fits in either category? 
Second, these terms are often used to criticize parents.

What I do prefer is to describe what effective parental monitoring looks like. Here are 
four principles to consider:

1. Effective parental monitoring is a top resilience promoting strategy. This is why 
I devoted a chapter to it in my parenting book. 

2. The signs of too little monitoring include (a) a kid is walking in mine fields 
because he is not monitored enough. Sure, not everyone who walks in a mine 
field ends up blowing up, but it’s a risk. Imagine someone who had traversed a 
minefield without blowing up, hollering back to others who had not yet to walk 
through with, “Hey! It’s alright, I walked through okay!” This is what it sounds 
like to me when adults declare things like, “Hey! I drank as a teen and I turned 
out okay!” (b) a kid is getting into serious trouble (e.g., involved with the police 
or courts), (c) a kid is ineffective in at least one important domain because of 
poor choices (e.g., spending too much time online) or (d) the parent-kid rela-
tionship involves little discipline or witnesses the parent not knowing about, or 
approving of, major chunks of the kid’s time.

3. The signs of too much monitoring include (a) the parent-kid relationship has 
become akin to a warden-inmate relationship, (b) the kid’s social life is seriously 
hampered because she isn’t allowed to engage friends in developmentally ap-
propriate activities (e.g., sleepovers) or (c) the kid is not given sufficient expo-
sure to decision-making opportunities because the parent is calling all or most 
of the shots.

4. The effective monitoring middle ground is a moving target as the kid ages and 
the context of his life evolves. This is tricky stuff and none of us bat 1.000.
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Here are nine tips for finding the middle ground:

1. Stick to rating guidelines regarding media your kid consumes, unless you have a good reason to do other-
wise.

2. When your child is out of your eye sight make sure three criteria are met: (a) you know whom she is with, (b) 
you know and approve of what they are doing and (c) you know what adult is responsible for monitoring, 
if only from a distance.

3. If your kid wants to do something, and you’re inclined to say “no,” ask yourself three questions: (a) Does the 
activity risk physical harm? (b) Does the activity risk psychological harm? And (c) Does the activity unduly 
tax your resources (e.g., money)? If the answer to all three questions is “no” it may be important to let your 
kid do the thing.

4. Let your kid experience the consequences of his choices. Certainly there can be exceptions to this, but it’s a 
good general guideline. Kids learn which choices to avoid in the future by experiencing negative outcomes.

5. Make sure you spend at least one hour a week doing nothing but (a) giving your kid undivided positive atten-
tion, (b) offering specific and proportionate praise for that which is praise worthy and (3) expressing positive 
thoughts and feelings about your relationship. This is called “special time” and it is another top resilience 
promoting parenting strategy that also facilitates open communication. (See my parenting book or blog to 
learn more.)

6. Use the problem solving technique to resolve disputes (see my parenting book or blog to learn more).

7. Allow your kid to win some arguments when she has offered good reasoning that you hadn’t considered. By 
itself, this can reduce lying.

8. If your kid is walking in mine fields, without your approval, consider using monitoring technologies (e.g., 
GPS tracking and computer monitoring devices).

9. When discussing monitoring related topics, make sure to get a full vetting of your kid’s position, offering 
empathy as you go, before sharing yours. Also, try to end more sentences with question marks than exclama-
tion points.

Good luck!
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