An Adult-Child Contract With Parents

Cutting the umbilical cord with your parents is not an easy job, and for some people, it may never get done.

This article is written for men and women over the age of 18 who are self-sufficient, not living at their parents home, and in a difficult relationship with one or both of their parents.  This is also for the parents of grown children who will not listen to them.

On some level, most of us have the belief that it is our responsibility to love and accept our children. And, it is our parent’s responsibility to love and accept us.  However, when that does not happen, lifelong problems can occur. The struggle to get our parents to love and accept us can stretch into midlife and beyond. For some, it never ends until death breaks the bond. The thinking goes something like this: “If my own flesh and blood can’t accept me, then there must really be something wrong with me.” 
As a child, you are powerless with your parents and dependent upon them for your very survival. You have no concept of Child Protective Services who would step in and rescue you if something happened to your parents. As a child, you cannot imagine being able to survive if your parents were gone. In a child’s world, no matter how bad his/her parents are, life without them is unimaginable. 
But now, here you are an adult, still seeing yourself as a needy person who must get your parent’s attention so that you can finally be complete.  Your hope is that your parents will change and give you what they did not give you as a child, acceptance and approval.  As an adult, you still see yourself as powerless and that the parent must change to accept you so that you can be OK. This childhood belief of needing your parents to accept and validate is, as an adult, untrue. As an adult, your parents continue to reinforce this view by telling you what you should do and consistently giving you answers. And, all you want is to be listened to and accepted. So, you continue to believe and behave as if you were still the child, with rebellion and anger.
In this kind of conflict, both of you are screwing up. If both of you are at fault, then either one of you can change the relationship by changing yourself. If having a good relationship is important to you, it will mean changing your thinking and behaviors. 
Right now, you have an unspoken and to a large degree unconscious agreement with your parents.  Even though you and your parents have evolved from the time you were a child, this unspoken agreement has not changed.  
This agreement is for you, as the adult child, to change. This is good because the only person you can change is yourself. Once you have changed (the parent does not have to change) the agreement is broken, and the dysfunctional cycle cannot continue!  
Change your thinking and your view of yourself so
that your feelings are no longer dependent on your parents’ reactions.

It is YOU who must accept your revised belief system.  You are no longer the child.  You are an adult who wants an adult-to-adult relationship with another adult who just happens to be your parent.  
As the adult child, it does not matter whether your parents are able to accept you. It is more important that you accept yourself as an adult and to become responsible for your life.
One of the best ways you can set both yourself and your parents free to have a good relationship is to make the following new agreement with them.  
“Mom (Dad), I really respect your age and wisdom.  I want you to always feel free to tell me if you think I am doing something wrong, or if I could do something different that would make life easier for me. . . . . . .  But, once you have told me, you must then let me make my own decisions, even if you think they are wrong.  I would like you to accept my decisions, not necessarily approve of them.  Sometimes, I may just have to make my own mistakes to learn.  Remember, that you’re not responsible for my mistakes, nor can you protect me from the consequences of my decisions.  One of the best ways I learn is by trial and error.  Would you be willing to agree to this?”
Now, you can make your version of this agreement longer or shorter, whatever feels best for you, but remember that timing is also important.  Be sure you approach your mom or dad when both of you are feeling good about the relationship.  Don’t approach them moments after having a major disagreement or on your way out the door in a rush.  Otherwise, you will be buying yourself more conflict and even less acceptance.
[bookmark: _Hlk504209631]This agreement is not about changing your parents.  It is about you changing your thinking and your view of yourself so that your feelings are no longer dependent on your parents’ reactions. This is about giving yourself freedom and independence. 
All these years, your parent’s behaviors have been based on the idea of being a good parent. “If I see you screwing up and I don’t say anything and something bad happens, then I would feel guilty. I could never forgive myself.!”  Who would have thought. . . All you must do is to listen and own/accept responsibility for your life. And, you will set your parents free to accept you and love you.  
A crucial principle for this to work is: It is more important to be listened to than to get your way. Deep down, your parent’s goal is not to change you. They want you to hear their concerns. Parents want to be good parents and not feel guilt when you screw up! When your parent comes to you with “feedback” telling you where you have screwed up and how you need to change, be ready to respond. First, listen without being defensive or interrupting. Let your parent say all that they have to say. 
To listen, does not mean you agree.
Second, after carefully listening, then it is your turn to respond by saying something like: “Dad/Mom, thanks for sharing your concerns with me. What you think and what you believe will always be important to me. Do you remember that agreement that we made some time ago? How I want to always hear if you think I am screwing up. I always want to hear your concerns, but then it is important for me to make my own decisions and to make my own mistakes so that I can learn from them?”
In this way, you allow your parents to express their concerns so they can feel like good parents. And, you can be free not to feel obligated or coerced to do what they say.
This approach will work 90% of the time, but when it does not, all you need to say is, “Nevertheless, what was our agreement?” By sticking to the agreement and not getting embroiled into a discussion about your behavior, you can avoid the conflict about whether your behavior is right or wrong. Or, whether you are a complete idiot or just an incomplete idiot.
The very fact that you have been fighting with your parents all your life just tells me that you have never cut the umbilical cord. And, that you do not believe or trust in yourself. There is a part of you that believes that you do screwup and that it is not OK to make mistakes. The only people that do not make mistakes are in the cemetery!
No one is so perfect that they can always be wrong! Even you have screwed up from time to time and done something right. And, even when you do fail, nothing is a failure if you learn from it.
PS: This agreement works both ways. If you are an adult with a young person getting ready to leave home, you can use the same basic contract with your “child.” Make this agreement with your young adult before they go off to college or get married. It will reduce the tensions in the relationship as it transitions to an Adult to Adult bond. It will also make grandparenting your grandchildren a lot easier.
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