
Switch Theory
One’s thoughts can drift from being positive to being negative in an 
instant. At times, individuals may find themselves filled with negative 
thoughts; as the number of negative thoughts increase, the person be-
gins to filter other events through a negative lens. Switch Theory is the 
movement from having positive thoughts in a positive space to experi-
encing unmet expectations that can lead to an increase in the number 
of negative thoughts and movement to a negative space. Individuals 
can move back and forth from a positive to negative space and from a 
negative to a positive space (Elliott & Elliott, 2020). This intangible 
mental space is extremely powerful and can be used to help parents of 
children with SUD. If parents can stay in a positive space and stay out 
of a negative space, or if they learn how to return to a positive space 
from a negative space, they will be better equipped to support their 
child with SUD. 

Parenting Styles
There are four parenting styles. Parents who demonstrate high levels of 
demand and acceptance are referred to as authoritative parents. Parents 
who show high levels of demand but low levels of acceptance are iden-
tified as authoritarian parents. Parents who show acceptance but not 
demand are frequently termed permissive parents, and those who are 
low in both demand and acceptance are often referred to as neglectful 
(Charoenwongsak, et al., 2017).

Though every parent, at some level, deeply wants to see their child 
free themselves from SUDs, which parents tend to have the most suc-
cessful communication? 

Parents using an authoritative parenting style tend to be the most ef-
fective (Berge et al., 2016). Highly punitive parental behavior has been 
found harmful to a child’s mental health (Zubizarreta et al., 2019), and 
practicing positive parenting techniques benefits the child even amidst 
challenges (Ellingsen et al., 2014). The impact of parenting extends 
outside of the family as well. Shakya and associates found that adoles-
cents were 38 to 43% less likely to use substances if they had a friend 
whose parent used an authoritative parenting style (2012). 

Parenting styles are malleable and can be improved upon or may 
worsen depending upon circumstances such as divorce, illness, or other 
major life events. (Holliday, 2014; Lee, 2014; Williams, 2012; Zan-
diveh et al., 2015). Due to the shapeable nature of parenting, rather 
than “authoritative parent,” the phrase “parent using an authoritative 
parenting style” will be used to remind the reader of the potential for 
parents to shift from one style to another. 

Treatment professionals can apply this research to their work with 
clients by training parents to use an authoritative parenting style. As-
sessments such as the Parenting Scale Short Form (PS-8) (Kliem et al., 
2019) can be used to help parents identify their style. Educating par-
ents about Switch Theory will enable them to recognize their cogni-
tive patterns, which is an important step since parental demands and 
acceptance originate in the mind. Typically in relationships, individuals 
begin in a positive space and have optimistic expectations about the 
relationship. When those expectations go unmet, individuals tend to 
move to a negative space (Elliott & Elliott, 2020). 

Regardless of the parenting style used, there are thoughts and needs 
behind each parent’s behavior; all parents switch from a positive to a 
negative space at different times for various reasons. Parents often engage 
in a struggle between caring for their own personal needs and the needs 
of their child. It seems that parents who remain in a positive space are 
likely to meet their own needs outside of the parent-child relationship, 
enabling them to focus on the needs of the child rather than themselves.

Sometimes parents using a neglectful style are unaware of many 
of their family’s issues, resulting in a negative mental space regarding 
other relationships as well. Parents using an authoritarian style might 
switch to a negative space more quickly than permissive and authorita-
tive parents. When their child acts out, there may be a sense of order 
that is at risk of being disrupted. As parents internally make the issue 
about themselves being judged by others, the behavior is perceived as a 
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personal blow catapulting them into a negative space. A parent using a 
permissive style may blindly stay in a positive space, sweeping destruc-
tive behavior under the metaphorical rug. But again, the positive status 
is more about the parent feeling that their world is afloat rather than 
engaging the events that are trying to surface. 

Could raising awareness of one’s personal mental state regarding 
the relationship provide insight and mobility to parents, allowing them 
to move from a negative to a positive space? Teaching Switch Theory 
and utilizing cognitive reframing tools will help parents move toward 
using an authoritative parenting style. Cognitive reframing tools are 
mechanisms that help individuals think differently about a topic. As 
thoughts are restructured, individuals can create new thinking habits 
that will strengthen their relationships.

Navigating Unmet Expectations
When parents face unmet expectations regarding their child, they often 
choose between two options: to either speak about the issue or remain 
quiet. Some parents start by keeping quiet and internally gathering in-
formation about the severity of the concern. If the situation worsens, 
speaking about the issue becomes more motivating. But if the conver-
sation doesn’t go well, are they truly out of options? Although it often 
feels this way, there are an endless number of options.

Family members can choose to speak in a positive or negative man-
ner by yelling, complaining, or kindly sharing their desires; there are 
millions of combinations of words and actions that can be used to com-
municate feelings. If they choose not to speak, they may triangulate, 
build resentment, or express aggression.

Parents who speak in a positive manner tend to reside in a positive 
space, having hopeful thoughts and behavior regarding the future. How-
ever, if expectations frequently go unmet, they may move to a negative 
space where thoughts and behavior become less optimistic and more 
destructive (Elliott & Elliott, 2020).

Parenting from a Positive Space
Often, parents using an authoritative style of parenting demonstrate 
the ability to stay in a positive space during discipline. These parents 
are not pleased with their child’s behavior. However, they may not 

interpret the behavior as a reflection of their 
parenting ability; they may also differentiate 
between the behavior and the child’s char-
acter. For example, words such as “bad boy” 
are avoided. Instead, they may say, “That was 
a poor choice.” The parent’s thoughts about 
the child have not moved to a negative space. 
The negative thoughts are aimed toward the 
child’s behavior, keeping the parent in a posi-
tive space. As the child feels disappointment 
and not dislike from the parent, he or she is 
able to receive correction and move toward 
better behavior. 

Throughout history, all parents have found 
raising children to be a challenging task. 
When children or parents experience unmet 
expectations, negative thoughts can surge. 
But these negative automatic thoughts can 

be overcome (Sudhir, 2018). Parents who take time to carefully com-
municate with love and fight to have positive thoughts tend to find 
their efforts more effective. 

As professionals, helping parents communicate from a positive space 
gives them a strong chance toward winning as a family. Assisting them 
with an understanding of their parenting style and the underlying needs 
behind using the style will promote growth. Consider the following 
cases where parental thinking is explored and tips for the treatment 
professional are offered.

Suggestions When Working with Parents Using a 
Permissive Parenting Style
Some parents using a permissive parenting style fear that discipline 
will threaten that connection or bring turmoil to the family (Middle-
ton et al., 2017). 

Consider Emma’s situation. Emma’s 17-year-old son, Liam, 
broke two family rules: he came home late and had been smoking. 
Emma stayed on the couch but had fallen asleep. She said nothing 
when he entered, telling herself she would deal with it tomor-
row. The next day, he rushed off to school and Emma got busy. 
Later, when Liam came home and offered a hug, she thought to 
herself, “I don’t want to ruin another day. Yesterday was rough.” 

In this moment, she chose to meet her own need of feeling 
happy rather than having a difficult conversation. The night be-
fore, she did this as well. At the end of the day, Liam may have 
said to himself, “I dodged that one.” She may have dismissed 
the behavior and stayed in a positive space today, but what will 
happen next time? 

If a treatment professional were working with Emma, some 
questions that could be asked to probe her to cognitively reframe 
the situation include: What does your behavior (topic avoidance) 
teach your child about what is acceptable? What need is met when 
you overlook inappropriate behavior? 

As professionals help clients identify needs being met by un-
helpful behavior, they can also assist them in finding healthier al-
ternatives for meeting those needs. Lastly, treatment professionals 
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could ask: Has overlooking inappropriate behavior caused short-
term gain but long-term suffering? If so, explain.

As a counseling professional helps Emma reframe her think-
ing and build assertion, she will move toward using the authori-
tative parenting style.

Suggestions When Working with Parents Using an 
Authoritarian Parenting Style
Parents using an authoritarian parenting style may want to ensure safety, 
forcing their child to stay within certain parent-defined boundaries. They 
may struggle when trying to balance a desire to show love and maintain 
order, finding it easier to maintain control when affection is withheld. 
This may result in a lack of connection with their child, pushing both 
the parent and the child toward a negative space. 

Consider Roman’s situation. His teenage daughter, Jules, has be-
gun to show signs of SUD. When he received the call that she had been 
driving while under the influence of alcohol, he yelled and grounded 
her from driving. Jules silently listened, but kept thinking, “He hates 
me.” His thoughts raced, feeling embarrassed about what people would 
think of him as a father. He considered ways to control her behavior. 
Roman wanted to speak with her more but felt it would do more dam-
age because he was so angry. What if Roman could get to a positive 
space? A treatment professional could ask: What needs are being met 
by using an authoritarian parenting style? Are you in a positive or nega-
tive space with your daughter? Then, they could explore his parenting 
style and help him identify ways to increase the amount of affection 
he shows her. If Roman is able to communicate from a positive space 
and also increase his awareness of his own expectations and emotions, 
he may find himself moving toward an authoritative parenting style.

Suggestions When Working with Parents Using a 
Neglectful Parenting Style
Children of parents who use a neglectful parenting style tend to be at 
higher risk for SUDs (Charoenwongsak et al., 2017.) 

Consider Amanda’s situation. Amanda’s daughter, Sunny, was 
caught with syringes at school. She laughed when confronted by 
the school officer, saying, “Good luck reaching my mom.” When 
the school finally spoke with Amanda, she began rattling off all 
of the reasons she did not have time to deal with the situation. 
When the school counselor began to speak, Amanda thought, 
“Sunny doesn’t understand how hard it is to work two jobs. She 
is so selfish.” Amanda battles with SUD as well and feels uncer-
tain how to help her daughter.

A treatment professional could invite Amanda to reflect upon 
a time when she was in a positive space with Sunny. It is impor-
tant to remember that parents want to be in a positive space. Ad-
ditional questions that could be asked include: What needs are 
being met by using a neglectful parenting style? Which of your 
personal needs are going unmet? When your needs are met, how 
does your parenting change?

There are several reasons why parents may use a neglectful 
parenting style. They may think it is the best style for themselves 
or their child due to cultural upbringing (Charoenwongsak et 
al., 2017). Or they may work extensive hours trying to supply the 

family’s basic needs (remember Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs) 
and have little time or mental stamina to face the challenges that 
SUDs bring (Maslow, 1954). Therefore, self-care is an impor-
tant step toward impactful parenting (Cooklin, et al., 2012). By 
helping one family member, an entire family system can begin to 
shift and they may find themselves leaving a legacy. 

Suggestions When Working with Parents Using an 
Authoritative Parenting Style
Though the authoritative parenting style is the “goal” style, parents 
using an authoritative style still face an ongoing challenge to remain 
in a positive space when expectations go unmet (Berge et al., 2016). 

Consider Kevin’s situation. His son, Jackson, is in college a 
few hours from home. During a recent visit, Jackson admitted 
to trying marijuana while at a party. Kevin was extremely disap-
pointed but took a breath and asked, “What have you learned?” 
Jackson opened up and shared that he learned he has to be careful 
who he spends time with. A bit later, Kevin was intentional about 
reminding Jackson that he will keep paying for his cell phone and 
insurance as long as he stays on track and makes good decisions. 

Kevin used the Three A’s Toward Change technique to help 
him communicate effectively with his son. He was aware that he 
was disappointed but wanted to speak from a positive space and 
be hopeful about the future. He quickly assessed how he could 
support but not enable his son. And then he aacted by asking 
the question, “What have you learned?” rather than raising his 
voice or threatening his son (Elliott & Elliott, 2020). Treatment 
professionals could ask the following questions regarding the 
three A’s: When your child fails to meet an expectation, what are 
your positive and negative responses? This will help the parent 
increase awareness of what is working well and creates space for 
him or her to assess what they need to repeat and what needs to 
cease. The professional can help the parent create a new plan for 
the future by asking questions such as, “When your child does X 
(behavior), how can you remind yourself to stay calm and avoid Y 
(negative behavior)?” And the last step is to act. Once they expe-
rience an unmet expectation, they will have the opportunity to 
act in a new way. Then, they can go through the three A’s again 
and again to continue evaluating and improving their behavior. 

This process can be implemented by professionals working 
with parents using any parenting style. As parents become aware 
of whether they are in a positive or negative space, professionals 
can help them assess how they can communicate from a positive 
space and then act in a productive manner. As they move through 
this process of parenting from a positive space, in time and with 
practice, they should find themselves moving toward using the 
authoritative parenting style. 
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