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Before we start


Sarah remembers the conversation well: it was in the ante-natal class and the midwife asked the mums-to-be if they had any preferences with regard to pain relief. There were twelve in the class: nine first-time mums like Sarah herself, two with toddlers, and Hilary who was in her forties and for whom this pregnancy was something of a surprise – she already had two grown-up children. It was Hilary who spoke first: ‘Yes, I do have a preference. I’d like the strongest painkillers you’ve got – and ideally something that doesn’t wear off until the child hits twenty!’ The midwife frowned and the others in the class just couldn’t understand what the older woman meant. But Sarah never forgot the incident. In fact, fifteen years later in the middle of the tough times, it sustained her because she knew that she was not alone. Out there somewhere was a mother who had worn the ‘I’ve got a teenager’ tee-shirt and come out the other end still sane and even laughing at it all. Sarah had a soul-mate.


Over the past twenty years or so I have spoken to hundreds of thousands of parents in seminars. Sometimes at the end of those events people will come to the front of the auditorium to chat. We have conversations about many aspects of family life, but questions and comments about teenagers beat everything else by ten to one. As I talk with those parents, many seem to be going through the same emotion: fear.1 And I sympathise.


There are at least three occasions when I have been scared out of my life. One occurred somewhere over the Atlantic Ocean at thirty-five thousand feet, involved a hundred-and-ninety-six-ton jumbo 747 and lasted for twenty seconds. The second happened in a Malaysian jungle, with some wild animals who it seemed had decided to eat me, and lasted for five minutes. And the third involved two teenage children and seemed to last for the best part of ten years. I guarantee that if you had been in seat number 35H on the Continental Airlines Flight to Denver, you too would have been scared. And I feel sure that as the animals advanced towards you on that hot summer’s day you, like me, would have yelled for help. But if you have never had a teenager, you could never understand the sheer fear, bewilderment and mystery of feeling, ‘Children I signed up for, but who are these?’


If fear is a common experience of many parents of teenagers, then it’s also true that many also go through another emotion: anxiety. One mother put her experience of the teenage years like this:


I just didn’t expect it. Until he was twelve, Tom used to cuddle up to me on the sofa as we watched television together. I even began to worry that he was a bit too clingy. I can tell you that ‘clingy’ is not a problem now. He can only just bring himself to talk to me – and then he looks as if he’s just discovered me on the bottom of his shoe. And what really hurts is to see him come to life on the phone with his friends. And then there’s the sheer worry. I worry all the time. And the level of worrying has rocketed. When he was small, I’d worry if he wasn’t walking or talking fast enough, or whether his reading was up to scratch, but suddenly I’m worrying that he’s going to do something that will ruin his whole life. I know he’s trying to be independent and all this is a learning process, but I’m his mother … and I know it sounds pathetic, but I just can’t help myself.


She’s not alone. In his study of parenthood, historian Peter Stearns claims that the defining character of contemporary American parenthood is anxiety.2 He also argues that today’s parents are more worried about their own competence than parents in the past and says there has been a very real drop in parents’ self-confidence.


At the heart of so much of this worry is a sense that now we can’t protect them in the same way as when they were small. When they were six we could usually make them do what we felt was best – even if it involved a little bribery! But as the teenage years progress we realise we no longer have that kind of control – and, in our better moments, don’t even want it (though that doesn’t stop the experience being terrifying). And for many of us, all this is a bit of a surprise. After all, we’ve been pretty good parents and although we’d heard the stories of trauma in other families, we’d always thought that when it came to our turn, a slight tweaking of what had already worked with our pre-teens would do the trick. For many parents (not all by a long way!) the first ten or twelve years or so of their children’s lives are reasonably calm, with occasional moments of turbulence. But for some families, things are about to get a lot more interesting. One father, looking back on the experience, put it like this:


It is as if the family is in a small boat, drifting down a quiet river. Some days there are storms and you need to batten down the hatches; there are occasional dangers, but generally the journey is smooth. And then one day it happens: the realisation dawns on you that one of the kids is not in the boat any more! In fact, he’s somehow now got a boat of his own and is fifty metres downstream waving at you. You can’t work out whether he’s saying ‘Help me!’ or ‘Goodbye’. And as if that wasn’t bad enough, you have just passed a sign reading ‘Dangerous rapids ahead!’ Within moments both boats are rocking violently. Almost all your energies are taken up just trying to keep your own boat afloat and yelling warnings of impending rocks to your teenager.


Now it is true that for some families the rapids are both short and tame; their teenagers sail through without too much trouble. But for others the experience of the first twelve years is about to be reversed. The forecast is now for total turbulence with occasional moments of calm – during which you are so tired you probably miss them anyway.


But why are the rapids such a surprise? And is there any way to avoid them? I have been asked that question in different ways by parents all over the world who were really asking, ‘Where did we go wrong?’ or ‘Having seen what’s happened to our friends’ kids, how can we do things differently?’ The short answer is that with most teenagers there’s not a lot you can do. So is all lost? Is the best plan to buy a thousand tins of beans, some bottled water and hunker down under the stairs until they come out the other end in their early twenties? At times, most of us have wished with all our hearts that we had taken that option, but we didn’t – because it really isn’t one: we are their parents. They may say they hate us, call us un-cool, and compare us unfavourably with the parents of their best friend, but on us lies the awesome responsibility of getting them through the teenage years. And that’s where this book comes in. Its main aim is a straightforward one: to help ‘get them through’.


But before we begin, a word of realism. I have worked for twenty years with a national charity in the area of family life and for thirty years with a community centre on a vast housing estate. Those experiences have done at least two things for me. First, they have stopped me taking myself too seriously as an author – the vast majority of parents in the world today have never seen a book on parenting, never mind read one, and they manage to get by just fine. Second, I know that some parents’ experiences with their teenagers do not come within the scope of a book like this. Their children may be physically violent – sometimes to the parents themselves – verbally abusive, or addicted to illegal drugs, perhaps even stealing from those who love them to fund their habit. These parents live their daily lives in what at times feels like a war zone. They have lost count of the times they have attended school meetings with irate head teachers, been called to police stations, or sat in the casualty department of hospitals. If this is an experience you are going through, I don’t want you for a minute to think that I believe a short book – or even a long one for that matter – can solve all your problems, but I hope that even in your situation you may find something here that helps.


Through my seminars and writing I have had the privilege of interacting with parents from Bournemouth to Beijing. Having had countless conversations with distraught mothers and at-the-end-of-their-tether fathers, and sometimes with their children, I have become convinced that the greatest need parents have today is not for answers. I say the greatest need because, without doubt, answers are important: we need to know how to best communicate with our teenagers, when and how to set boundaries, and how to help them get through the rapids without experiencing shipwreck on the way. But by far the deepest need is to know that whatever we are experiencing, we are not alone.


Let’s start there.





1
You are not alone


One psychologist likened the teenage experience to the launch of a spacecraft. With twelve years or so of training behind him, a pubescent boy makes his way to the launch pad. He climbs aboard ‘Adolescent One’ as his mother and father bite their nails back at Mission Control. Suddenly the great engines roar into life and they watch as Darren makes his way into the stratosphere. And then the strangest thing happens: they lose all contact with the spaceship. His mother is beside herself. He had promised to ring when he got to the moon, and anyway has he forgotten he’s got a dental appointment next Tuesday? But there is no communication: nothing. Well, not exactly nothing: the radio operator allows the parents to listen in and they just about pick up what sound like grunts – though nobody can decipher them. The years go by, until a whole decade has passed and then suddenly – signals from outer space! He’s still alive! And even more remarkably, he has discovered the power of speech again – whole sentences are tumbling out. The parents rush back to Mission Control just in time to see his capsule burst into earth’s atmosphere. All their fears are over: Darren is back!


But when did parenting become so traumatic? Typical comments I hear from parents of teenagers are: ‘I’m a failure,’ ‘I don’t know how to communicate with my teenager,’ ‘I’m overwhelmed with the responsibility of it all,’ and, perhaps most commonly, ‘I’m just so tired.’ Did previous generations of parents worry as much? I doubt it. I had a good mother and father. They provided for me and my sisters; they tried to pass their values on to us; they loved us. They both died some years ago, but sometimes when I have been consumed with worry over my kids, I have imagined asking them a question: ‘Did you worry about parenting us?’ Of course, I can’t guarantee what their reply would have been, but my guess is: ‘To be honest, we rarely gave it a thought.’


Why is there such a difference in the perceptions of parents just fifty years apart? The answer is that the world has changed. Grandparents sometimes say to me, ‘Why do we make such a big deal about teenagers nowadays? People of my generation got through it without too much trouble.’ OK, let’s talk about ‘people of my generation’. One psychologist, now in his sixties, put it like this:


When I was a teenager it was as if I was walking down a corridor with doors either side. The doors had labels: ‘Alcohol’, ‘Gambling’, ‘Sex’, ‘Drugs’. But all the doors were locked. Occasionally I would hear of one of my friends who had gone through one of the doors into one of the rooms, but if that happened it was a big deal.


And then he went on to say this:


Today’s teenager walks down that same corridor, but all the doors are open – and their friends are in the rooms shouting out, What are you doing out there? Come on in!


This is not just the ranting of some old timer longing for the golden years. Consider just one of those ‘rooms’. Among children in England aged eleven to fifteen, alcohol consumption more than doubled during the 1990s1 and research from the Royal Liverpool Children’s Hospital shows a ten-fold increase between 1985 and 1996 in the number of children under fifteen admitted to hospital with acute alcohol poisoning.2 Andrew McNeill of the Institute of Alcohol Studies calls the phenomenon, ‘An epidemic of binge drinking’.3


These kinds of changes put enormous pressure on the parents of teenagers. But before we use all our emotion up on the difficulties of parenting, let’s spare a thought for the teenagers themselves. One boy explained it like this: ‘I hear older people say, “Youth is wasted on the young.” Well, I want to tell you that it’s not so great.’


I think he’s right. Teenagers are at a stage where all the old certainties seem to be shaken. Various parts of their body, which hitherto have behaved reasonably well, now seem determined to do their own thing. It’s unfortunate that at this time of life, when looking cool is paramount, their bodies seem determined to embarrass them by changing so fast. More than anything else, teenagers want to be accepted. They desperately want to look good. If they are girls, their role models tend to be slim and beautiful; if they are boys, their heroes are tall and muscular. The number one desire of teenage girls is to be thinner and for boys it is to be taller. At such a time the cruelty of peers can be devastating. They may be desperate for a boyfriend or girlfriend – and for many teenagers the trauma involved in this is almost unbearable.


And then there are the pressures of exams. I know that we’ve all had to go through this, but the modern education system is relentless in its continual testing and targets. Teenagers know they are in a competitive world and feel the pressure not to mess their lives up. How are you supposed to answer the question, ‘What do you want to do when you grow up?’ when you’re not even sure whether you dare start shaving or not? (Perhaps they shouldn’t be too worried: some of the most interesting adults I know of, at forty years plus, don’t know what they want to do with their lives!)


Sixteen-year-old Gareth put it like this:


I’m battling to please my parents, my teachers and my friends and everything is so hypocritical. People say, ‘Work hard, so you’ll get a good job,’ but loads of people I know with degrees are unable to really use them. Adults go on about under-age drinking, but we all know that alcopops are targeted at us. They say ‘Plan for the future,’ but if they go on blowing everybody up there’s not going to be one.


Nicole, aged fifteen, said:


When I was little I only cried if I was hurt or I wanted something. I honestly feel like crying all the time now because of so many pressures.


We ought not to be too quick to dismiss all this as a lack of backbone in the young. The world they have to live in is a world we have created for them.4 And many of them are finding it just too hard. In 1995 more teenagers and young adults died from suicide than from cancer, heart disease, AIDS, pneumonia, influenza, birth defects and strokes combined.5


In such a world what we most need as parents is to get alongside each other, to offer mutual support and help get each other through,6 but many modern parents experience the opposite: isolation.7


The other day my wife, Dianne, and I went to an architectural reclamation depot – a scrap yard for old houses. It was a fascinating place with piles of stained glass windows, fabulous fireplaces, weird and wonderful chandeliers, and garden furniture from a bygone age. As we strolled around we came upon a huge shed full of old front doors. I gazed at them and found myself wondering what stories they could tell – what joys, triumphs and fears had been lived out behind those doors. Isolation is one of the great tragedies of modern life. With few people to share with openly, we come to believe that what our family is going through – especially with our children – is unique. We make our evaluation of our circumstances behind the closed doors of our own home. We marry, procreate and handle death in isolation. That is not to say we are not surrounded by others who are tying the knot, raising kids and dealing with bereavement. It’s just that we tend not to talk about these things any more.


Several things have conspired to lead to this situation. First is the breakdown of the extended family. The idea that fifty or so years ago dozens of family members lived under one roof is a myth, but people did tend to lead their lives close to relatives8 – often in the same street. And that meant that experiences and accrued wisdom could be shared.


The second ingredient that makes isolation more likely is the sheer busyness of modern life. We hardly have time to see our husband or wife,9 let alone take time to chat in depth with friends. I once saw a brilliant cartoon on a greetings card. It was of a mum driving a people carrier with a dozen seats in it. She was obviously just at the end of some mammoth taxi job and had deposited her children at a multitude of different activities. She looked weary, hassled … and puzzled. She was speaking to a small boy who was sitting alone in the otherwise empty vehicle: ‘If Peter’s at Cubs and Susan’s at piano, Simon’s at karate and Lucy’s at ballet – who the heck are you?’ Demos says that ‘Caught between longer hours of work and ever more demanding parenting standards, it is often relationships which become the casualties of the time squeeze.’10


Third, we live in a competitive society where we can easily feel the need to present a face that says, ‘We’ve got it all together.’ Increasingly we live our lives behind our own front doors and carefully edit what we choose to show others. That’s why, when marriages fall apart, friends so often say, ‘We had no idea.’ And it’s also why, when asked how their kids are doing, many parents say, ‘Fine,’ but actually, within the four walls of their own home, they are breaking their hearts because they think this is ‘just us’. Nearly half of all calls to Parentline Plus, the advice line for parents, cite isolation and loneliness as key concerns.11


But, of course, pressure on the family does not just show itself in the concerns of parents about children. Many teenagers cite as their main worry in life the fear that their parents will break up. Penny Mansfield, who heads up One Plus One, an organisation that has conducted in-depth research on family life over many years, says that, ‘There is now compelling evidence that how parents get on – or don’t get on – has a profound influence on their children’s lives.’12 This can even be the case in the later teenage years. Laura Telfer, a Relate counsellor for eighteen years, agrees that splitting up when the children are older can seem like an attractive option:


There is definitely a susceptible time when the children leave home when all possibilities seem open. But it does not make the unexpected desertion any easier. What can be an exciting venture for one partner is invariably a painful grieving episode for other family members. Children watch appalled as their family, that secure and safe place that survived all their childhoods, is swiftly dismantled.13


Anthropologist Margaret Mead, who studied family life across countless cultures worldwide said, ‘Nobody has ever before asked the nuclear family to live all by itself in a box the way we do. With no relatives, no support, we’re put in an impossible situation.’14


But it’s not just the nuclear family; there is an especially strong need for single parents to know they are not alone.15 I often meet single parents who say to me, ‘I’m going through such a difficult time with my teenager.’ They then relate the issues that I hear time and time again – perhaps rudeness, coming in late at night, alcohol, smoking or lack of interest in school. And as we talk, it’s clear to me that the question they are really asking is, ‘Is all this because I’m a single parent or is this normal with teenagers?’ He or she simply has nobody with whom to talk.


I well remember a young mother telling me her story. She had three children – a boy of five, a girl of six, and a girl of eight. She said, ‘My youngest son and older daughter are a delight, but the middle one, Annie, is ruining our lives. She tests me in every way, every single day of her life.’ And then she paused and said, ‘I know this is a terrible thing for a mother to say, but sometimes I don’t feel I love her.’ She lowered her head and began to cry. It was apparent this mother loved her child so much she would give her life for her.


I said, ‘I hear this story from so many parents.’


She lifted her head, ‘You do?’


‘Yes,’ I said. ‘And I have two pieces of news for you. Let me give you the bad news first. If you have more than one child, you will almost certainly have at least one that tests you to the limit: Annie is yours. People will tell you that she’ll grow out of it, but she probably won’t. She is going to go on testing you not only now, but right through her teenage years.’
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