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Welcome to Happily Family I'm Cecilia Hilkey Jason Hilkey. And we're delighted today to have
Dr. John Duffy with us. Dr. Duffy is a highly sought-after clinical psychologist, media expert,
author of the available parent and parenting the new teen in the age of anxiety. Dr. Duffy has
been working with individuals, couples, teens, and families for nearly 20 years.

He's a regular parenting and relationship expert on Steve Harvey, WGN radio in Chicago, and
the morning blend on NBC TV. Welcome, John. It's great to have you come back and John, it's
great to see both of you. So this is like my question that I want to start off with. I think it's my
theme for the year is as parents,

like I know part of our job is to like, be attuned with our kids, but there's a lot of people in our
audience and even our, in our own family where sometimes I get like overly attuned and I get on
the roller coaster, the emotional roller coaster with my child, and we are going up and down
together and I'm like, wait,

this is not, I think what it means to be attuned. So how do we be attuned, but not get on the
rollercoaster with our kid? Oh, tricky. I'm so glad you asked that question because if you
remember the teenage years, they're a roller coaster. And as much as I talk about how things
have changed so dramatically in the lives of teenagers,

that part is still the same. The rollercoaster looks a little bit different as new twists and turns and
some bigger drops, but, you know, as parents, we're very, we're far more engaged and involved
than likely our parents were, right? So we were more emotionally attuned. We care more. And if
our child is suffering, the parents that I know and work with,

I love them so much because the last thing they want is for their child to suffer. And so they get
right on the rollercoaster with them. And oftentimes the child is looking for a rock for a symptom,
stability, not for somebody who just along for the ride. And so what I encourage parents to do is
to talk to each other, to talk to other adults,



to ground themselves, and be prepared that sometimes your child is going to come to you with
some fears, some feelings about themselves that are really big and strong and overwhelming.
And your job is not always to go on the ride with them. Although if you feel something it's okay. I
think it's good modeling to express that, but it's also to be there as an ally and a guide and a
consultant just be present for them.

I often say that, you know, what we need to do is parents right now of teenagers is provide
enough space for them to say the thing. And I, the thing shifts and changes as time goes by,
right? But our child often has a thing on his, her mind. Right? I, I don't like myself very much. I'm
stupid.

I'm fat, I'm ugly. People. Don't like me. I think I screwed something up really badly. And as
parents, I think we want to fix the thing, right? We, we want to jump in and say, you know, like,
no, no, no, they're, they don't understand. And if they knew you better, they be on board with
you,

that your kids don't need you to do that. And you have permission just to hold it and say, you
know, like, boy, I'm sorry. It stinks that you feel that way. I got it. You know, like I got it. I
understand we're together. I, you know, I'm with you now you can move on with your life.

And, and it often works. And I see it in my office and I see it frequently just like that, where if a
parent is willing to hold the thing and just emotionally like, hold onto it, that child is free. You
know, like I said, the thing mom or dad didn't blow up or lose it. I think I feel a little safer and I
can move on.

So it is a great question. And if you can think about that in that way, like, you know, I want to
provide the space for my child to say the thing. Otherwise, they're going to go to another child
and say the thing right there. And these ch you know, I've been in, I spent five years in grad
school.

I wrote a 150 page dissertation. And still, if I'm working with a child, who's struggling with the
thing. I feel over my skis a little bit. I don't want 15 year olds to have to do this job. So I far prefer
the better story is always that a parent be the one to hear the thing I hope that comes close to
answering.

Right? Yeah. Like be a container. We can hold the thing. We don't have to freak out about the
thing. I must have to pretend like my child is not my child. It's somebody else's kid. I'm not
freaked out. Like, there'll be able to handle it. I can be that convener and be kind of like rooted.
Yes.

Yes. So the thing that comes up for me sometimes is they say that thing and I need to be the
rock and I can maybe be the rock in the moment. And then they're done. And I'm like, Oh, what
do I need to talk to him? Like, I need some, like, how do I, so how can we as a parent?



And this isn't just for teens, I think this is true for any age. How can we as a parent be taking
care of ourselves so we can be that rock and still keep our sanity and not be traumatized by it. I
think sometimes they're like, you know, they're finally like, yeah, great, thanks. And I'm like, I still
got it to take me a while to recover from all that.

So do you have anything you can say about that? How can we take care of ourselves as
parents? Yeah. So I think like watching the Happily Family conference and being a part of a
collective of parents, I think things like this actually can help parents through managing the thing
and through our own emotions about our children's emotions. Right. Because you're right.

Jason, you know, we are not callous, you know, like, I, I so feel for parents of teenagers today
because we feel our children's pain. Like we are so impacted. We want to remove it. So we hold
the thing, our child leaves the room and we fall apart. So my bias is like, reach out to another
parent,

reach out to a therapist, or reach out to a coach, talk to somebody about your end of things,
because parenting is way more complicated, way more difficult. Now I find myself saying a lot
that my parents didn't parents as a verb, you know, they kind of like, they would open the door
and say, go do your thing and,

you know, come back. And you know, like if you're suffering, get over it, we don't want to hear all
about every element of your lives. It's so different now that I think we have to learn about what
it's like to be a teenager from our teenagers in so many ways. And so we're more involved than
we're more engaged. So we have to rely on each other because other parents are the only ones
who know what this is like to be,

you know, to go through this process. So talk to other parents and allow yourself the, the
openness to have a go-to sibling parents, a friend, one of your parents, somebody that you can
talk to because you're, you're absolutely right. That you need a confidant. You need to go to
person. Otherwise parenting teenagers becomes less, less tenable.

It's really, really hard to do. Yeah. You know, that's a real comfort I have to say to hear you say
that things are different now than when we were teens. Because I think that, and I think, I
wonder like every generation thinks that, and maybe it's true for every generation, but I do think
back on, like when I was a teen,

I'm like my parents, weren't having to deal with this stuff. Like maybe I just have bad memory,
which I granted I may, but, but like my parents weren't dealing with me like this and this wasn't
like, I just don't have anything to reference back to it. It feels like we're just pioneering new, new
ways of parenting with our teens.

So I don't know if you have anything to say about that or if it's just, maybe that's just true of
every, every generation. I think It's true of every generation. I think it's true in a quantum way for



this generation of parents right now, Cecilia you mentioned the most recent book that I wrote
and, and that book is really about that book,

right there is about what, why it's so very different now. And in the end parents that I work with,
the expressed it really, really well. She said, it's like our kids' lives, their emotional lives is taking
place in the shadows. And so we can either forge a relationship with them where we're talking
about what's going on in their emotional lives.

Or we are mining information from their social media and from portals and trackers and trying to
kind of detective our way through parenting. And, you know, I think the better story is always to
talk to them, but I think we have challenges that previous generations didn't have. You know, like
I, I think you're actually onto something there Jason because when I think back,

you know, my parents could hear me on the phone, right? The phone was in the kitchen and we
had long cord, but it wasn't long enough where I could get away from them. But now if you
picture a 15 year old, right, he, or she could be up in their room with the air AirPods in, and
they're looking at a screen that you're not looking at and they're listening to something that
you're not listening to.

And so their entire life, an awful lot of it, you don't have access to you don't, you're not privy to it.
And so you really have to tend to your emotional bank account with that your, your child, so that
they are willing to come to you. That say the thing, you know, and I don't think previous
generations had to do that to this extent.

And there's some risks affiliated with parenting and with being a teenager now that I think we're
not around them, you know, the, the exposure that one has on social media and vaping and
jeweling and all, all sorts of things that are new in the lives of teenagers that we have to learn
from them about in order to understand it. At the beginning of my most recent talk,

I would ask parents to do one of two things to either I would lay out a bunch of smoking devices
on a table and ask them to tell me how does, how does each of these work? And so it was
funny because we're terrible at this. We don't know, or I'll ask a parent to tell me specifically how
to Snapchat work, which is the social media our kids use most right now,

other than tic-tac. And it's so funny, the degree to which we are clueless to this stuff. And so the
only people who really get it are our kids. So we have to learn from them. And, and that is, might
seem like a struggle, but to my thinking that's good news. Like, I think that opens up a lot of
potential for really good conversations with kids.

Yeah. So you kind of laid out three different choices. Our kids could have their emotional life in
the shadows. We could mind for information kind of trying to figure out what they're up to. Or we
could have conversations with them, have them teach us. I want to offer a fourth because your
book, and we've talked about this before. Like I read it and then I underlined parts.



And then I go to my kid and I'm like, okay, read this part. Is this what it's like? And she's like,
yeah, that's what it's like. Oh, okay. I get it now. And then they read some more and go to her.
This one's like, let's talk about that. Okay. So yeah. You're, it's like your book is like a little,

it's like a little portal into how to talk teen and what sorts of things they're going through that you
haven't even thought to consider? Like yeah. You, it's not even that you haven't thought about it.
You have any thought about thought thinking about it. So, so yeah, it's a good, good way to
have a conversation. And John, you mentioned something about you,

you kind of briefly said it I'd like you to a little bit more about the emotional Bank account. And
maybe you say more about that. So we've talked about it before in previous interviews, but I
think it'd be good for people to understand what you mean by that. Yeah. This is something I
learned about in graduate school, having very little to do with parenting relationships,

but more like, you know, intimate relationships, sometimes work relationships. But if you can
conceptualize that all our relationships, including our parenting relationships have carried an
emotional bank account with it. Right? And so we can either make deposits into that account.
So that means like positive interactions and that the kind of thing you're talking about, Cecilia
where you're talking to say,

Oh, this part of the book is, this is what happens. Or you grab an air pod and you listen to what
your child's listening to, and you talk about it or you watch the show with them, or you play the
video game with them without an agenda without talking about grades or the behavior that you
need change, or the dishwasher that's not emptied or whatever.

Just some time where you're just connecting. If you do that a lot, you're going to find that when
you have something you need to say to your child about something important about sex or
drugs or some behavior that you're worried about or online behavior, you're going to have some
leverage. They're going to listen to you. When parents come to me and they say,

Hey, I'm doing all the things that you talk about in these books. And then all the other experts
are talking about it doesn't work. So, you know, my kid is just different or my family is just
different. I always Jason. I turn to that emotional bank account. And I think like, I dunno if you
you're using the right ratios here,

you're probably carrying more negative interactions than positive. And if you can shift that ratio
heavily, and this is the hard part, you know, is that it's not like, you know, a few more positive
interactions, but a lot more, you know, and I think that's hard when you're parenting a teen, but I
also think that's where the fun stuff is.

That's where the joy is in parenting. Your child, right. Is like talking to them about what their lives
are like and recognizing like, wow, they have perspective and a point of view. So the fact that
they have access to this phone, right. Suggests like that beyond what we knew when we were
13, 14, 15, 16, or 17,



they have this scope in this worldview that none of us had when we were that age. And so when
something happens in the news, you can hit the pause button. You can say, well, what do you
think of this? And you can open up this parenting book and you say, you know, what do you
think of this is this right?

Is this how it happens? And, and you learn from them kids like to be teachers and you can really
have productive conversations with them in ways that most of us didn't when we were kids,
because our kids have access for better or worse to all the information out there. So it's
important to talk them about that and your rights. Cecilia there's things we don't even think
about.

So read the book, read other parenting books, listened to the conference and you will have a
few right away. Like, you know, Hey, I heard about this new thing. I don't know anything about it.
Tell me what this is. How does it work? What are your friends doing? What's happening in your
grade? You know, and if you ask open-ended questions that really are curious,

then that's, that's the positive, the emotional bank account. And when you have something
important to say, you will be able to say it, You know, you said something there. I was just
thinking about was being curious. You know, it's like, you're, you're, we're talking about like, you
know, making deposits into that emotional bank account.

And I was going to ask you for some examples, you gave a lot though. And I think what really,
what really occurred to me was like, what's underneath that. And one of the things is curiosity.
The other thing is to like, be looking at our kids as like, we don't have to know all the answers
like, and w they're not like this,

this vessel that we need to fill up with information and we need to teach, but like, there's a shift
in that relationship. And that view that really, I think, has those conversations happen, that it's
hard to have those conversations. If we think that we need to know the answers, if we're
supposed to know what Tik TOK is and how it works,

and we're supposed to have the answers, like all that stuff, if there's, I know, at least for me, it
really took, and it continues to take me like having some self-awareness to be like, I don't know
these things. And that's okay. Like, that's, that's all right for me to look like that in front of my
kids.

Like, I may be okay with it in my head, but like, I had to get to a place where I'm like, it's okay for
my kids to know that I don't know this stuff. And for them to be like, dad, like, come on, get with
it. It's not Faiza gram, you know, something like that. Like just so that I could laugh at myself and
have some lightness around it.



But that is a real, I think for me, at least it was a really big shift that had to occur Really good
point. I was, I gave a talk not long ago. And a dad said to me, I don't know if I can do that whole
emotional bank account thing. I'm not cool like that. And I, and, and I remember saying like,

you know, well, that being cool is not requisite. You know, like if you try to be cool, your kids are
gonna see right through that. Just be you, you know, they know you, they, they didn't just meet
you and you can just be yourself and you can cop to not knowing. And, and you're right. There
is,

we should pause on that for a moment because there is this Liberty in recognizing as a parent, I
don't need to know everything that's going on in the life of my child. I'm not going to know
everything that's going on, but I can ask, I can ask. And if there's a nice balance in that
emotional bank account, I'm going to get some answers.

I might not get all the information, but part of the lives of teenagers will take place in the
shadows developmentally. That's okay. You know, that is not the end of the world. I always
picture that. As long as your child knows that you are a go-to for health and safety. And if
they've got something on their mind that makes them sad,

that makes them anxious, that they know that they can come to you. And I can tell you guys that
that is delicate than it might at first seem to be, because I think most of us feel like, of course my
kids know that, but an awful lot of kids will tell me once their parents leave the room, they'll
suggest like, yeah,

my parents are more obstacles that I'm working around. You know? So we, we carry this, this
thought, and it's a saying that that's come, come down through. I think generations that, you
know, Hey, I'm not your, I'm not your friend, I'm your parents. And I think maybe this generation
of parents, we take that a little too far,

because I think we need to be friendly with our kids. We need to be friendly enough to connect
with them and know that and have them know that there is a lioness here. You know, there's an
Alliance, there's a play, a soft place to fall and a place you can lean on here, as opposed to, in
order to gain your freedom or whatever it is that you want in your life,

you need to work around me. And that's how that's going to be the nature of our relationship.
Then all of a sudden, we're all detectives and criminals. Right. You know, so we either, we're,
we're one of the two, and it's the last dynamic any of us want in our homes, but it, we can fall
into that pretty easily with our own anxieties.

If we don't keep our own anxieties in check, we're going to be looking at portals and trackers.
And we're going to say, you know, like, Hey, you said you were going to be at this kid's house.
And I followed you on my phone. And I see her at this kid's house. And all of a sudden, we've
got this little war going on,



and that is very difficult to undo once you're in that rabbit hole. Okay. Yeah. So I'm going to ask
you an impossible question to answer. You might have to write a whole book to answer this
question, but you're, you're professional. So, and there's some times when I feel like I'm writing
that balance with our kids of, I, I want to have this open,

honest relationship and these conversations, but also there's some times when I need to set
some limits and some boundaries and say, Hey, I'm not okay with this or, or that, or whatever.
And I, and I feel like it's hard to do both of those because if the, the more they share, the more I,
they are giving knowingly giving me fodder for setting limits.

And so their natural inclination would be, Oh, I have to share less. Right. So how do you, how
do you do that? Right. I encourage parent. It's a great question. Cecilia and this is part of that,
that delicate balance we're talking about, right? My bias in this regard is, and I'm thinking about
how I parented my son when he was a teenager.

He's a little bit older than that now is to show your hand and to let them know, like, you know, I'm
going to ask you, I'm going to ask you about some things. And sometimes I'm probably gonna
use that against you if using it against you means I'm going to err, on the side of your safety or
I'm there on the side of getting you home on time for curfew,

you know? So, you know, to, to bring a little humor into that, but to be overt and say, you know,
like, because parenting is tricky and you can let them know that. And so, yeah, I want to know
what's going on to the extent that I can, I can help keep you safe and, and make sure that you
stay in a lane that I know more about than you do.

And there are some things I know more about than you do it. And that there's some risks that I
am going to be more cautious about than you are. And if you have that overwhelmingly positive
balance in the emotional bank account, your child, won't be thrilled to have their freedom limited
at all, but they're far more likely to go along with the program,

you know, like, so especially if you say, wow, I'm really concerned about this and you're showing
genuine concern, you know, like I'm not comfortable with this, whatever, whatever the
circumstances with you going to that party with you dating this person, and that's such a young
age, whatever it might be, your words are so much more likely to be heated.

If that emotional bank account carries a strong, positive balance. If it doesn't, I hate to say it like
this, but you barely stand a chance. You know, you're, you're not going to be heated and your
children will look at you as an obstacle to work around. So I don't think it's the best of bad
options, even though it might sound that way.

I think it's really about fostering as strong a connection as you can. And if there is a friendly
element to that, then things can work out pretty well. I feel I, if you're okay with that, I'll share a
quick story. When my son was I'll make sure George does not watch this particular dog telling
stories on him. When he was a junior in high school,



he sat me down and told me, listen, my friends on the swim team are planning on drinking this
summer. And so I'm thinking about maybe drinking with them and what do you, what do you
think? And he knows that, you know, there's alcoholism in our family. And there, you know, he
kind of knew where I, how I was going to feel about that.

And I said, well, I'm not going to tell you what to do. And he stopped me. He said, why? And I,
and I said, do you want me to tell you what to do? Would that be helpful to you? And he said,
well, if I could blame you for not doing it yeah. That would,

I could get into that. And I said, all right, you're on a roll. You're doing really well in life. Let's give
it a year and let's talk about it then. And we literally did that year. We did this with a number of
issues and we bought, like, I bought time, you know, like, and I think parents have the ability to
do that,

to say like, you know, you're doing really well. Don't take that risk now that, that, that can only
net result be negative for you. You've got the rest of your life to do certain things. So let's not do
that now. But we had, you know, I can't drive a nail, but, but parenting, I pay attention to.

And, and so we had a pretty good connection at that point. And the only reason I had any
leverage with him is because sometimes I would play, you know, grand theft auto video game. I
can't stand with him for half an hour and talk about the fact that I can't stand it, but I'm going to
play it anyway, because I want to talk to you later.

You know? So, so I think showing your hand is not the worst thing to do as a parent. Kids are
smart. They understand that there's some interplay here that in the end net makes sense. Yeah.
That's so I want to tell a story about my kid too, because I realized it'll be, it'll be short, but I
mean, is it gonna be okay with them today?

She'll never see this. No, no. I think it'll be fine. It'll be fine. So, because I realized that it was
also part of my answer of like, how to balance the limit setting with wanting to get information
recently with our daughter, she told me something, she first tried to cover it up. She first didn't
tell me about it.

And I was like, wait, but this and this. And, and then she's like, Oh, well, yeah, like, yeah. So I'm
just going to be very vague about what it was for her privacy in case she does these things. And
I did set a limit. I was like, I want to, you know, you get to choose your consequence,

but you did lie to me. You try to cover this thing up. And you told me, like, not the truth and
she's, and she was like, but mom, if you do that, then I'm not going to tell you stuff in the future.
And I was like, wait, this consequence is about you lying. It's not about if you told the truth that
fine,



but because you lied and tried to cover it up, you know, we're going to do something about that.
And so she chose to do some chores around the house and we were all good, but, but that was
actually really nice way to set a limit and a boundary and say, it's not okay to lie to me and tell
me information because I want to be in your life.

And I want to be, you know, be the container. So yeah, What a great story, right? Because
clearly there's a strong enough connection there where you can have that discussion. Right. So
it wasn't a screaming contest. It wasn't a war. It was just like, no, that that's not what we do. You
lied to me.

That's different than you're just telling me what's going on. And so there's going to be a
consequence for that. And you can, you know, there's even a little bit of like, you know that as
well as I know that, like we both know what's going on here. Nice try and everything, but, you
know, and I think, I think it's important to pause for a moment and point out the parents get to
parents.

Like we're, we're, we're not suggesting in any way that you don't get to have levy consequences
when it makes sense. You don't get to say no to certain things when it makes sense. Quite the
contrary. I think what we're talking about, bolsters your ability to do that effectively, you know,
and maybe limits the amount of time that you have to spend on that.

You know? And, and, and when I think about broadly, you know, these years, they feel, and
when you're in the middle of them, like they take forever. When you're looking back on them, it
feels like just a flash, you know? And I always want parents to have the luxury of enjoying some
of this time, you know,

as opposed to being anxious and worried and policing through these years, you know, I've
heard from way too many parents, like if I can just get him or her to 18 or 19 or 20 and out, that
will be great. And I always think, Ooh, that's the worst story a family can tell. Right. You know,
like I always want there to be stronger connections than that involved.

Yeah. Yeah. An older, one of our older neighbors was like, when I was saying, I said, Hey, we're
just taking it one day at a time here in our family. And she was like, you know, there's something
really nice about just taking it one day at a time. Cause those years go so fast. That could be a
real gift if we just take it one day at a time,

enjoy it. It's yeah. It's fun. If we can like, not get too freaked out, not go on that roller coaster ride
with our kids, like be curious about their life and play the video games with the kid or have them
show you some Tik TOK videos. Awesome. Yeah, we can do that. So as, as we're wrapping up,

I wonder if you have any final words of hope, a big gas for the audience, something that we
haven't covered, that you want to tell the people listening to this. Yeah. I've got a couple of quick
thoughts. One is trust that if you are watching us right now, if you are, I have been to this kind of
a conference.



If you've read the parenting, you probably are pretty good at this. So you can trust that you have
pretty good instincts as a parent. So, so rely on that and, and, and, and don't worry too much
about what's going on with your kids. And remember, like you were just saying, Cecilia these,
the reason we have kids I think is to,

you know, we kind of borrow them for these years. Right. And, and we, if we're doing it right, I
think we Marvel at them. Right. You know, we're not looking for cookie cutouts of people that we
are, and, and, you know, to create the track for them and make sure that they stay on this one
path more.

I think we're looking to keep them, keep them safe and connected and provide a place to fall for
them when they're emotionally suffering. But it's also to see like what these amazing people are
going to do and what they're doing now, you know, like, so I work with so many parents who are
frustrated that their kids aren't doing homework, but they're making a rap music on there and
garage band on their Mac,

or they're making ticktack videos. And instead of celebrating those curious, interesting, kind of
weird parts of your kid that don't show up on a college application or a resume get into that stuff
that probably is going to fuel something about who they are in the future. Right. You know, will
they be a Tik TOK star, probably not. Will that dynamism lead to something that will lead to
something else that will lead to something else?

Yeah. You get to celebrate that, you know, and allow yourself to pause in these years. And I
liked the idea of taking it day by day by day and enjoy this time. Right. So if you invest in that
emotional bank account, you can trust that there's a cushion that's strong enough there that you
really can relax most of the time,

the vast majority, and enjoy this time. And I want that for you. You guys, that's such valuable
information. I think I forget that. And yeah. So John, we love your book. Obviously we, as we
talked about previously, it was like this, your book hasn't left, you know, our, our nightstand, or
since we got it and I can't recommend it enough,

how can other people find out about your book and everything you have online and what's
available? Yeah. So I have two books out the available parents and parenting the new teen in
the age of anxiety, both on Amazon. And you can also find them on that. Thank you. And my
website, Dr. John duffy.com. I do frequent Instagram lives and radio appearances that I will
announce also on the website.

And I've got two podcasts. One is called better that I record with my wife, Julie, I, and I, we do
that about once a week and that's on iTunes. And one is called on-purpose that I record with
Heidi Stevens, a little more topical. She works for the Chicago Tribune. She's a reporter. And
that one is on iTunes as well.



So you can, you can find everything you need to know about me on my website, Dr. John
duffy.com. Thank you, John. Thank you so much for this. You know, we'll include links to that in
the show notes. I encourage people to go check those out, subscribe to the podcast, get on
John's email list so that, you know,

when he's going live, when you have the opportunities to hear him, you know, you have so
much, so much wisdom. And especially during these teen years, that it can be challenging. I
think it's easier to find the support for the younger years from others and from books than it is
the teen years. And so maybe some of that, what I really like about yours in particular is it's so
relevant to what we're dealing with right now.

And, and you continue to stay up to date with that. So thank you for that. And thank you. It's
definitely made a difference in our lives. It's made a difference in a lot of other parents' lives and
in the lives of the teens, you know, they get to benefit from all this as well. So thank you for that.
Thanks for being here.

Thanks for talking to us. And we look forward to talking to you again in future. Thank you so
much, guys. And thanks for all you do for parents. Absolutely. Bye-bye.


