
FAMILY MATTERS 
When Teens Withdraw from Parents: What to Do

Q: My 15 year old daughter is withdrawing from her father and I. 

At first, it was just an occasional thing. Now, I notice she almost never 

wants to spend any time with us. She’s usually in her bedroom with 

the door closed. 

I can barely get her to come out for dinner! The other night, she didn’t 

want to go with us to visit her aunt. Is this normal?

A: It’s understandable that you would be concerned upon noticing your 

teen is gradually losing interest in spending time with the family. 

After all, right when parents are feeling like they really know their kids, 

adolescence sets in. Then they begin to wonder what happened to their 

gregarious son or fun-loving daughter.

The fact is that it’s normal for adolescents to want to spend less and 

less time with parents. 

Q: But what are teens doing in their rooms all alone for such long 

periods?

A: Many teens who retreat to their rooms simply want to do their own 

thing. Teens, by nature tend to become more self-absorbed. After all, 

those in adolescence are seeking their own identity and prefer 

spending time alone. 
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Some teens want to listen to the music of their choice practically 

around the clock. 

Others are becoming more and more focused on their friends. 

Therefore talking on the phone and texting will take up much of many 

teens’ lives. 

Some teens spend much of their alone-time writing poetry or delving in 

to subjects of interest to them. 

In particular, teens are taking time to think about their appearance, 

how they wear their hair and what they can do to fit in with peers. And 

frankly, some teens simply think it’s not cool to be seen with their 

parents.  

Q: Why are teens like this? What’s going on to trigger withdrawal from 

the family?

A: Teens are undergoing several physical and psychological changes. 

Think of adolescence as the human version of the caterpillar pupa 

stage. Hormones are being released into their systems, sometimes in 

torrents, other times more gradually. 

These hormones trigger tremendous changes and sometimes teens 

need to retreat into their “cocoon” to process. Parents might notice 

normal changes in a teen’s reasoning and judgment skills as well. 

Sometime during the teen years, teens become aware that life isn’t 

always fair. They begin to see hypocrisy. Also, teens see unfair 

behaviors by adults around them and develop negative feelings, 

sometimes quite strong, about the adults. 
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In a sense, teens are questioning everything and developing their ideas 

about life, morality, and the world. 

Q: I’m not sure it’s the right thing to do to allow my daughter to avoid 

the family completely. What should we as parents do about our 

daughter’s wish to isolate herself?

A: First of all, it’s important not to take your daughter’s withdrawal 

from the family personally. Remind yourselves that “it’s the nature of 

the beast” for adolescents to spend less and less time with parents. 

Although you may have forgotten, you probably were a brooding teen as 

well. Remember that it’s only a stage.

However, this is also a time of great challenges for a teen, and familial 

influence is still important. You can respond to your daughter in ways 

that might encourage her to take part in family activities. 

The good news is that if you’ve established some rules and boundaries 

in the house regarding daily family activities throughout your child’s 

“growing up” years, when she becomes a teen, she’ll still take part in 

those rituals with the family.

Having dinners at the table together, sharing in the house chores and 

taking part in “Movie Nights” or other established family routines in 

your home will keep her involved with you every day.

Make it clear that your daughter is expected to participate with the 

family’s normal daily events just like always. Invite your daughter’s 

opinion about anything she seems uncomfortable with. 

Keep in mind that teens are developing some pretty strong personal 

feelings and opinions about many subjects. So be ready to listen 
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openly to what your teen has to say, once you invite her to share her 

feelings. 

Let your teen know you’re interested in her – what kind of music does 

she like? What book is she reading? What television shows is she 

watching? 

If you show that you’ll listen to her music, read a chapter or two of her 

favorite books and settle in to watch her favorite television shows 

without criticism or judgment, your teen might become more open to 

spending more time with you and the family. In other words, show a 

real interest in the person that your teen is becoming.

Q: Doing all that sounds kind of hard to do. After all, what if I don’t 

approve of her music or television shows?

A: It can be difficult to accept that your kids are growing up and 

becoming their own person. There comes a time when we have to 

stand back, to a certain degree, and allow teens to struggle a bit to 

figure out their identities. 

Teens are spreading their wings and trying to find their own interests, 

for example, with music or television. Even though you might not 

select the same music, isn’t it okay that she’s exploring her own 

musical tastes? Haven’t parents objected to teen entertainment 

selections since the 1950’s?

Speaking of exploring, teens are trying to decide who and what kind of 

person they want to be. 

Part of that exploration is wearing unusual or trendy clothing and 

making “fashion statements” of their own design. Unusual hair color, 
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trendy clothing, and extravagant make-up are all harmless ways that 

teens try to discover their own sense of self.

Recognizing your teen’s behavioral changes as efforts to develop self-

esteem and self-confidence will make it easier for you to refrain from 

criticism or demanding your teen refrain from such “experiments.”

Q: I guess it’s not so bad to allow my teen to try out different looks, if 

that’s helping her to mature and become sure of herself. But what if I 

notice something that really worries me? 

A: It’s best not to get too far ahead with your worry about your 

daughter. For now, what you’ve been describing is typical for an 

adolescent. After all, if she stays within these normal limits, you don’t 

have too much to worry about. 

Q: What would be some signs that what my daughter is doing isn’t 

normal for a teenager? How would I know if she needed help in some 

way?

A: Here again, it’s important to make daily contact with your teen. In 

the event there are signs of troubling behavior such as your teen 

consistently coming home late, evidence of alcohol or drug use, 

dropping grades, or skipping school, talk with her immediately about 

your concerns. Provide fitting consequences for these behaviors and 

encourage her to change her choices.

If she responds positively to your discussions and consequences, then 

you’ve done what you can do as a parent. However, if you notice a 

strong sense of rebellion, anger, or resentment from your teen and your 

efforts to talk with her and assist in changing her behavior have been 
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less than effective, it’s time to call a counseling professional to obtain 

some guidance.

Q: That makes sense. You’re saying that as long as she stays within the 

normal range of adolescent behavior, she’s probably doing okay. But if 

we see that she’s starting to go down a path of more serious 

misbehavior, then we need to confront her right away and give 

consequences for her behavior. 

After that, if she doesn’t follow the consequences and adjust her 

behavior and/or continues in a downward spiral, we should call for 

outside help, right?

A: Yes, that’s correct. Hopefully, you won’t have to have to deal with 

the more serious behaviors we’ve discussed. Instead, you’ll be 

adjusting to your daughter’s needs as she matures through the 

turbulent adolescent years. 

If you avoid giving criticism and, instead, be open and accepting of 

your daughter just the way she is, you’ll find it will make it easier for 

the entire family. Have faith that you raised a great young lady and 

that she’s going through a phase that will ultimately make her stronger 

and more mature. Your teen will eventually emerge from adolescence 

with wonder and excitement about her future.
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