Set limits on dating for teens

October 26, 2009 

As a parent of a teen itching to enter the social whirl, you will be adding another job description to the title of parent: Maker of Rules for Dating. You are not alone — there are centuries of parents before you who have had to navigate this trickiest of paths, parents who have tried to stick to their values while allowing their teens enough leeway to find their own way.

The first thing many parents consider when devising dating rules is at what age can their teens start to date? One way to approach this is with "graduated" dating — first a small gathering or birthday with a few friends of the opposite sex in your home. This could lead to a small gathering of teens off to see a movie together without a parental chaperone. From there, two or three couples can perhaps go out for a casual dinner. As a final step, your teen and his or her date can go to a movie or dinner by themselves. These graduated steps can be separated by as many weeks or months as you deem necessary before you allow your teen the next step.

Another important factor in allowing your teen to date is how much you want to tie grades, work habits, chores and the like to allowing your child this new mature freedom: Grades not what you think your child's should be? Chores left undone? Other acts of irresponsibility rearing their heads? These should certainly be taken into consideration when you decide how much, how often and where your teen can date. The degree to which you let it influence your decision should relate to your personal and family values.

Discuss with your teen what values they should have when selecting a date. For instance, while it might seem fun to date only good-looking people, that thrill wears off quickly if that is the only basis for the relationship. Help your teen think through what criteria they should look for — interests in common, similar outlook on life, etc. It's wise to determine if there is enough basis for similar values before two teens decide to date.

Curfews can vary according to the event, the day of the week, the amount of trust you have in your child and past performance by your child under similar circumstances. At all times, your teens must be instructed in the importance of checking in with you at predetermined intervals — by phone or by text — especially if they are running late and even more once they start driving. You can send the importance of this home by letting your teen know that when they check in to let you know they are OK, you can relax and enjoy your evening just as they are enjoying theirs.
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