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Introduction



It was the spring of 1992. John Major’s Conservative Party had just won a second term in the UK’s general election, Disneyland Paris had just opened, George Michael wowed millions when he performed on stage with Queen at the Freddie Mercury tribute concert at Wembley Stadium, Kate Moss had just posed topless with Mark Wahlberg for a Calvin Klein advert and Beverly Hills, 90210 was the most talked about show on TV.


I was sixteen, just about to take my GCSE exams, struggling with anxiety and low self-esteem and trying to work out who I was and what I wanted to be in a family who had already decided for me. I was a talented artist and wanted to study fine art at a college in London. My parents, however, were concerned that this wasn’t an appropriate career choice, and it was decided, with little input from me, that art should instead remain a hobby and I would move from my state high school to take my A-levels at a local private school. My artistic skills had won me an art scholarship, making it affordable for my parents who had grown up in large families with little money in the East End of London and left school with only a handful of O-levels between them. It was a dream for them to have a child at such a prestigious school. It wasn’t my dream, though my dream didn’t matter, because I was young and naïve about ‘the real world’.


My nickname during this period was ‘Stroppy Sarah’. Still, I was a ‘good girl’. I rarely rebelled, broke curfews or answered back. I did my homework and begrudgingly completed my chores. I also spent hours alone in my bedroom, decorated with black and white Athena posters, sulking after disagreements with my parents. I can vividly remember desperately wanting them to come to my room and say, ‘It’s hard being a teen. How can I help?’ But they never did. Instead, I spent hours sulking and brooding, trying to find a sense of belonging in a world full of people who I felt didn’t understand me. ‘Stroppy Sarah’ thought she was the problem, or at least her hormones (something else her emotionally erratic behaviour was frequently blamed on) and her age were. Nobody told her anything different. It took years for her to develop self-confidence and to pursue her own path in life, one that led to writing rather than art – but still, a creative career that teen Sarah would likely have been steered away from.


Why am I telling you all this? Because it’s so important that we remember how we felt as teenagers ourselves if we want to truly understand the teenagers in our lives today.


I’d like you to take a pause from reading this book for a moment to revisit your own adolescence. Try to think of a time between the ages of thirteen and twenty-one, when you felt similarly misunderstood or unsupported by your parents or carers. Take a piece of paper or use your electronic device and write a few sentences about what was happening at that time in your world. How were you feeling? How were you behaving? What did you hope your parents or carers would say to you? What did they actually say or do? Keep these words safe, because I’d like you to refer back to them later in this book. For now, however, just acknowledge that there were always underlying feelings beneath your so-called problematic behaviour as a teen, and often they revolved around not being understood or supported by those closest to you. Sadly, we forget all too quickly, but revisiting your own past feelings is key to deciphering those of your teen today.


We often paint teenagers in a negative light. We call them rude, disrespectful, manipulative, stubborn and deliberately defiant. We are wrong. We have all been teenagers; we know how misunderstood we felt. We know that any time we said, or did, something that could be construed as disrespectful there was an unmet need, or problem driving our behaviour. We all felt, at times, disrespected by adults. We all vowed, at some point, that we wouldn’t be like them if we ever had children in the future . . . and yet here we are. Teenagers today get as much short shrift as we did in our own teen years. Nothing has changed, except we are now the adults, and we have, indeed, become the grown-ups we swore we never would.


Society has a funny way of perpetuating distrust and disdain towards teenagers. This is nothing new, with frequent protestations about the state of ‘the youth of today’ and how teen behaviour is apparently worse than ever (a myth we will bust later in this book). Teenagers have always been the butt of jokes and the cause of many complaints from adults, and I suspect they always will be. My hope with this book, however, is to try to change things a little. I want to help readers, including you, not only to see how magical their teens are (or the teens that they teach or care for) but to understand them a little more, to make things easier and happier for all.


Am I suggesting that teenagers are always right and adults are always wrong? Absolutely not. Teens often do, and say, stupid things – indeed, I expect this is part of the reason why you’re reading this book – and raising them is often infuriating and exhausting. They make mistakes, they get angry, they get into trouble, they can be lazy, rude, obstinate and argumentative. I’m not making excuses for any of these behaviours or saying that they are OK. What I am saying, is that the best way through these years is to work with your teens, to support them, guide them and to understand them, rather than working against them, as so much parenting advice suggests. The easiest and most rewarding path through these years is one you walk together with your teen, with as much emphasis on your own behaviour as on theirs. After all, every descriptor I used near the start of this paragraph can also explain common adult behaviours – and if we’re not perfect, why should we expect our teens to be?


Who is this book for?


My career as an author and parenting coach started two decades ago, with parents of babies and toddlers. It quickly became apparent to me, that there was a flood of information out there for parents and carers relating to the first three years. There were a myriad of activity classes, support groups, public-health information, websites, influencer accounts and online discussion groups aimed at understanding child development from birth through to early school age, and so many books (including my own)! After this, however, it seemed that the information and support shrank ever more with each year of increasing age of the child.


In early 2021, I decided to write about ‘tweenagers’ – children between the ages of eight and thirteen. My book Between was met with many proclamations of relief, with thousands of parents telling me they were so glad that finally information about this age group was available. They told me they felt like there was a scarcity of information and support once children entered the tween years. But if the information about tweenagers is scarce, it is pretty much non-existent when it comes to teens and young adults, and yet their parents feel they need more information than ever as they struggle to understand and raise them. It seems unjust that at the period of most need for information and support parents are faced with the least.


My aim with this book is to try to meet that need. My own four children are now leaving their teen years, and these pages contain all the information I wish I’d had from the beginning. Ultimately, this book is for anybody who has an interest in understanding thirteen- to twenty-one-year-olds, whether that’s parents, carers, teachers, therapists and counsellors, health professionals or anybody else who works with teens or their parents.


Why thirteen to twenty-one?


If the teen years run from thirteen to nineteen, why have I included twenty- and twenty-one-year-olds in this book? Similarly, if children are legally adults at the age of eighteen, why haven’t I stopped there?


Because, from my own experience, and that of parents I have spoken to, children (who may now technically be adults) don’t stop needing you, or having problems, the second they grow out of being a teenager. That doesn’t mean the same isn’t true when they reach twenty-one, of course, however things are usually easier by then.


Another reason why I have continued this book until twenty-one is because this is the age when most (who choose to go) graduate from university, and this time of life brings unique challenges to parents and carers, some of which I will be covering here.


What will you find in this book?


This book is made up of eleven chapters. We start with the concept of ‘holding on’ to your teen in Chapter 1, when we discuss some of the most common worries experienced by parents and carers at this age, and actions and beliefs that can damage the relationship with teens. The teen years seem to be a constant tussle between holding on and letting go, and this chapter helps parents and carers to strike a healthy balance for both themselves and their teens. In Chapter 2 we look at some of the common causes of difficult behaviour and conflict during this period of parenting through the lens of the development and capabilities of the teenage brain and its impact on behaviour.


Chapter 3 takes a look at the inner thoughts and feelings of teenagers, considering their changing identities and sense of self as they grow. We will talk about a young person’s drive for a sense of belonging and how to support their developing identity. In Chapter 4 we go a little deeper into the teen psyche and consider the concepts of self-confidence and self-esteem, questioning how these develop and how parents and carers play a role. We will also consider how we, as adults, can help teens to grow into young adults with good mental health.


Chapter 5 looks at discipline and some of the difficult behaviour that is common during adolescence, discussing how parents and carers can work through these difficulties with their teens and young adults. In this chapter we also consider the importance of setting and enforcing boundaries. Chapter 6 takes a journey outside of the home and discusses issues at school, including homework, exams, behaviour at school and common education-related struggles faced by parents of teens. Chapter 7 discusses how teens use screens and the internet, and what every parent and carer needs to know to keep these safe and ensure that they remain a useful and not damaging part of their teen’s everyday life. This chapter also discusses alcohol, drugs and vaping – three areas that most parents of teens will have to tackle at some point. Chapter 8 concerns relationships, starting with a look at friendships and sibling relationships, how these change throughout the teen years and how to help your young person cope with common difficulties. We also look at romantic relationships and how to guide your teen through their first sexual experiences (because no matter how uncomfortable you may feel, they will have them).


Chapter 9 focuses on increasing independence, including learning to drive, and having an eye on the future, with discussions of ‘next steps’ concerning education and work, and helping your teen to decide on a career path. Chapter 10 is all about ‘letting go’, learning to unfold your wings and encouraging your (now) young adult to fly, while also considering your new place in the world with your empty nest. Raising teenagers is as much about raising yourself for the next chapter in your own life as it is raising your child for theirs. Finally, Chapter 11 comprises some questions I am frequently asked by parents and carers of teens and young adults. It’s hard to answer every specific query that readers may have, but I’m hopeful that this chapter will go some way towards that. I’ve worked with parents for a long time now and receive the same questions repeatedly, so I’ve included the most common ones in this chapter.


Why have I not divided this book into age-related chapters?


The teen years are not easily isolated into little bite-size information chunks based upon age. Everything is relevant, everything is interrelated. For this reason, I would suggest that you read all chapters, even if your child is only just thirteen.


Considering the future is of utmost importance when thinking about how you want to raise your child today. If you’re reading as the parent or carer of an eleven- or twelve-year-old, keen to prepare for what lies ahead, you may find some sections that are not immediately pertinent to your life today; however, I firmly believe that you can’t have too much knowledge, even if you store it away somewhere safe for the next few years. Similarly, it’s never too late to read this book, so if you’re reading this as the parent or carer of a twenty-year-old, know that every chapter applies to you, too, because there is no magical change that occurs at this age. At twenty-one, your young person still has several years of brain development left ahead of them and their behaviour is far more similar to that of a teenager than a fully mature adult.


A quick note on terminology


You’ll notice I have used several different terms throughout this introduction: teens, children, young adults and teenagers. None of these feels quite right to me. ‘Teens’ and ‘teenagers’ exclude twenty- and twenty-one-year-olds, while ‘children’ doesn’t feel right considering they are legally adults at eighteen. ‘Young adults’ on the other hand feels a little too mature for those who are just on the cusp of the teen years. For this reason, from this point on I will use the term ‘young person’ to refer to those aged thirteen to twenty-one. Not only do I personally find this term the most fitting, but I also feel that referring to them as ‘a person’ is important when it comes to reminding ourselves that young people have feelings, needs and rights, just like us – something that is very important in a society that seemingly seeks to depersonalise the experience of teens and young adults today.


I hope this introduction has piqued your interest and that the issues in the chapter descriptions cover the topics and concerns you may have. Whenever I write a book for parents and carers, my goal is not to be the ‘all-knowing’ expert imparting advice and keeping you reliant on me for more in the future; rather, my aim is to help you realise that you are already the expert on your own young person and their needs, and to help you see that you know much more than you think you do.


Ready to delve in? Let’s go!










Chapter 1



Holding On




Isn’t it funny how day by day nothing changes, but when you look back everything is different.


C. S. LEWIS, author





Toing and froing, back and forth, push and pull – these all perfectly describe the bittersweet dichotomy that characterises the teen years and early twenties. These are the years in which your young person veers wildly between wanting to be big – an independent ‘grown-up’ – versus wanting to be little and needing you just as much as they did when they were a young child. The constant flip-flopping of needs is not only difficult for young people to assimilate, but is often emotionally draining for parents, too. Is today going to be a ‘holding-on’ or a ‘letting-go’ kind of day? Will your young person want hugs and to revel in your care, or will they want to stand completely independent of you, shrugging off attempts from you to hold their hand, both literally and metaphorically?


These years are a confusing dance, where both partners are unsure of the routine. Sometimes you waltz elegantly, perfectly in step with each other, while at others you can barely move for stepping on one another’s toes, angry that neither of you knows the moves. As your young person leaves childhood behind, this is a period of mourning and confusion for you both, mixed with fizzing excitement for the future and plenty of doubt and frustration. Now is not a time to let go fully, though. Your young person needs you just as much now as they ever did, perhaps even more so. What they need from you, however, looks different to the parenting of previous years, which is where the confusion sets in for many parents and carers.


What do they need? They need you to guide and support them and, most importantly, they need you to hold on to them while preparing to let go in the not-too-distant future. If that (understandably) sounds confusing, the easiest way to make sense of how to hold on while letting go is to rewind the clock to infancy and the attachment that you built with your then baby. Let’s do a quick recap.


Attachment and young people


Attachment relates to the ability of a child (and here I do mean child, not young person) to seek and receive reassurance and support from a nurturing caregiver when they feel scared or anxious. A strong attachment occurs when the caregiver is ready and willing to support the child to manage their emotions and to provide a ‘secure base’ for them to return to for reassurance whenever they encounter something in the world that makes them feel scared or nervous. In infancy, this attachment is not only emotional, but physical, too. All parents know the desperate cries of a ten-month-old baby clinging on to them for dear life in the middle of the night, refusing to be put back in their crib. This clinginess actually indicates a job well done – a parent who has created a strong attachment with their baby. This drive to maintain physical proximity and trust that their primary caregiver will meet their needs with consistency is what helps infants to develop and explore the world around them. When that ten-month-old ‘clingy’ baby feels secure in the knowledge that their caregiver will always be there when they need them, they develop the confidence to explore and take the first steps towards independence.


It is these normal, everyday interactions with their parents that teach young children about relationships with other people, too. If they are raised with a secure attachment to their caregiver, the growing child will develop certain expectations of interactions with others, believing that other adults they meet will be willing and able to support them physically and psychologically, too. As children grow, so does the number of important attachment figures in their lives, taking in wider family members, childcare workers, teachers and other caregivers.


While we may have been talking about babies and young children over the last couple of paragraphs, these attachment roles are necessary as children grow into teens. It may feel as if you are less and less needed as a secure base these days and you may question your attachment to your young person, but in the teen years, attachment takes a more psychological than physical form. Your young person still needs you just as much as they did when they were a wailing ten-month-old in your arms, they just hide it pretty well. Indeed, it is often in the moments when they are acting in the most unlikeable of ways and pushing you away that the need to reinforce attachment and the feeling of security and regulation that it brings for them is at its highest.


While holding on in the teen years can be difficult, so is beginning to let go, and both have a role in attachment. We can often resist encouraging independence with our young people, when we wrestle with thoughts about safety and trust, and especially at times when it feels as if we are losing control of them. Boundaries are, of course, important during these years (something we will talk about more in Chapter 5) but trying to control too much inhibits a young person’s feelings of trust and security and will inevitably backfire. The key to attachment at this age is to find a balance, letting go just enough that the bond between parent or carer and young person is strengthened and they know they can always return to your arms (metaphorically or otherwise) when they need to.


The emphasis of attachment in these years should be on letting go physically but holding on emotionally. Sadly, however, many parents of teens are so focused on controlling their young person’s actions that they unknowingly damage the emotional connection. Holding on to that emotional attachment is arguably the most important thing a parent can do during these years. Your arms may be empty now your young person is no longer a baby, but your hearts and souls should be connected just as much as before, because it is this connection that will help you both not only to survive but also to thrive through these years.


What does secure attachment look like in teens?


Assessment of attachment in infancy focuses heavily on the baby’s reactions when their parent leaves them temporarily and when they are reunited. Naturally, it is hard to ask a baby what attachment means to them and how the presence or absence of their parent or carer makes them feel, so it is inferred by observations of their behaviour. As children get older, we have the benefit of being able to ask them how they feel. Research shows that in adolescence, trust from a young person that their parent or carer will be available for them when they need them is a key marker of a secure attachment.1 However, trust is something that erodes quickly throughout the teen years.


As relationships with peers become increasingly influential, a young person’s attachment with their parent or carer may appear to take more of a back seat, but it is still just as important as it was in infancy. While many parents may feel that their influence over their young person diminishes and that these years are shaped more by their peers, research indicates that the attachment with parents or carers is still key to a young person’s emotional and social development.2 It has also been shown that a strong attachment with a parent or carer during adolescence correlates with better mental health.3 Young people with strong attachments to their parents are happier, less stressed, have better self-esteem and emotional intelligence; they are also more able to communicate their own feelings and to understand and communicate with others and have more positive social relationships. In short, parents are always influential, even when they don’t feel they are.


What do young people want from their parents and carers?


While writing this book I surveyed a hundred young people, aged between thirteen and twenty-one, and asked them what they valued most about their parents. More than 70 per cent of their responses mentioned parental support, trust, love and guidance. Here is a selection of their responses to the question ‘What’s the best thing about your parent(s)?’


•   ‘They love me even when I do bad things.’


•   ‘They are caring, but not controlling.’


•   ‘I know they are always there for me.’


•   ‘They are always around to support me.’


•   ‘They aren’t judgemental.’


•   ‘They listen to me.’


•   ‘Being able to talk to my mum.’


•   ‘Their willingness to help me.’


•   ‘I can talk to them about anything.’


•   ‘They trust me.’


•   ‘I know there is always one person who will stand up for me.’


•   ‘I get to be myself with them.’


Raising young people can feel like a thankless task at times. Gone are the overenthusiastic expressions of love scrawled on homemade cards, the sticky toddler kisses and smiling coos from a baby. Often, they are replaced by shaking away your hand as you reach for theirs or dismissive grunts in response to your ‘I love you’. When the superficial teen behaviour is stripped back, however, they are just as much in need of your love, acceptance and attachment as they ever were.


Attachment instinct: when young people learn who they can trust


While babies and toddlers may have an instinct about which adults feel most comfortable to them, as children get older and reach adolescence their logical and rational thinking skills develop (something we will discuss more in the next chapter) and they can begin to analyse and hypothesise about which adults can meet their needs for attachment and help them to feel supported and secure. They can also make informed judgements about the opposite and begin to learn which adults cannot meet their emotional support needs.


When a young person is feeling dysregulated emotionally and unable to cope with a situation they find themselves in, they naturally reach out to those they feel most attached to, usually their parent. If, however, the parent is preoccupied (be that with work, financial or relationship worries, or something else) or they are inconsistent with their responses, it can leave the young person feeling let down and unsupported. In this case, their behaviour often worsens, because not only are they lacking in guidance, they are also struggling with the feeling that they are not as securely attached to the adult as they’d believed. This combination often results in behaviour that is described as ‘out of control’ or ‘acting out’, which fractures the relationship with the parent even more.


Unfortunately, this is a cycle that many young people find themselves in, especially those exhibiting the most difficult behaviours. The young person is blamed for their poor choices, they find themselves on the receiving end of punishments and admonishment when what they really need is connection and somebody to listen, trust and support them. Attachment is the key to solving almost all issues that occur in the teen years (and beyond).


As young people grow, they begin to develop new attachment figures, including peers and romantic partners. These new attachments can cause them to re-evaluate their childhood attachments and draw their attention to any problems with them, leading them to doubt their parents and carers and drive a further wedge into those relationships. If the young person feels that the new attachment figures are more trustworthy than their parent, they may reach out to them in times of need, pushing their parent away. So begins the cycle of young people who are influenced more by their peers than their parents, and who choose to seek advice and support outside of the home. This is something that many parents complain about, but don’t fully understand that usually it is their own actions that cause this phenomenon.


Does this mean that if you went through a period of not being emotionally available, you have damaged your relationship with your young person forever? Absolutely not. You can start to be more reliable and available today. The best thing about having an older child is that you can talk to them, and they understand far more about the complexities of adult life. It’s never too late to start working on your relationship with your young person. Similarly, an attachment figure doesn’t always have to be you; it can be another trusted adult close to your young person. Research shows that when young people have a trustworthy adult (who is not their parent/carer) in their lives from whom they feel comfortable seeking reassurance, it can help them to feel more settled.4 If, for whatever reason, you are struggling at the moment to connect to your young person, can you think of another adult who could take on this role? Albeit temporarily. A relative? A family friend? Helping your young person to build connections with other trusted adults can give you much-needed breathing space while you work to be able to be fully accessible yourself.


Why most common teen parenting advice damages attachments


Take a look at any internet parenting discussion group and you’ll quickly come across a parent struggling with their young person’s behaviour. They will be flooded with replies saying, ‘They have to learn; you have to teach them a lesson’, ‘There have to be consequences to their behaviour’, ‘I wouldn’t let mine get away with that; they’d get their Xbox taken away if they tried’ and ‘They need a good punishment’. Almost all common parenting advice today, especially for the teen years, focuses on punishment for bad behaviour by taking something away from the young person, ranging from screen time to their freedom, with ‘grounding’ still a common choice. Exclusion of some form is also popular, especially sending young people to their room or banishing them from fun family activities. While these techniques may initially produce short-term compliance (provided the young person is sufficiently scared by the punishment or unhappy about the exclusion), in the long term they are problematic because they create detachment.


Through common discipline methods we teach young people that they cannot rely on us for support when they are struggling to control their emotions. We teach them that they are only worthy of our love when they are well behaved and that their connection with us only matters when they are ‘good’. These approaches tell our young people that our attachment is conditional; they learn that we are not the secure, dependable, trustworthy base that they thought we were and, in time, they come to us less and less with their problems, as their orbit shifts to a new support network, populated largely by their peers.


Simply, if we want to remain the major influence in our young people’s lives and we want them to know that they can always come to us for help, we cannot use discipline techniques that centre on pushing them away. Instead, we need to prioritise connection over correction.


Staying attached, even when it feels hard


We spend a lot of time in the first decade of being a parent wondering when our children will need us less intensely, longing for the time when they become independent. Then, as quick as a flash, we realise that we are living through ‘the lasts’ daily: the last goodnight kiss, the last bedtime story, the last piggyback, the last time we brush their hair or lay out their clothes for the day, the last time they curl up in our laps, the last time we carry them in from the car asleep and place them gently in their bed, and the last time they sneak into our beds for hugs at night.


Acknowledging ‘the lasts’ can sometimes leave us feeling wistful and sad as parents, making us wish that we had paid more attention and spent more time together; they can be especially hard to take alongside a young person who does not seem to connect with us in the present.


It is a young person’s job to need their parents less, to test the relationship and how far they can push the boundaries. As parents, it is vital that we don’t take these actions personally. Focusing on ‘the lasts’ and lamenting lost time and possibilities doesn’t change the past and can put wedges in the present. The teen and young-adult years are all about parents and carers learning not to take things personally, and are a time when we need to be careful to not misinterpret difficult behaviour. Staying attached as children grow means living in the present and being careful to not react to our young people based on something that triggers us from our own teen years.


As our children grow, so we need to grow, too, allowing them both the space and the secure base that they need. What do they need most from us? They need parents are caregivers who are:


•   Trustworthy (and who trust them)


•   Consistent


•   Supportive


•   Encouraging (but not pushy)


•   Understanding


•   Good communicators


•   Calm


•   Non-judgemental


•   Accepting


The latter three points are often the hardest. It can be so difficult to watch your young person make choices that you wouldn’t, or were punished for, at a similar age, but research shows that adolescents whose parents are more critical of them are less likely to have a secure attachment.5



What to do when it’s hard to ‘be the adult’


I often say that raising teens is harder than raising younger children. Physically, things are easier, but emotionally it is far more demanding. Little kids have little issues, while big kids have much bigger issues, and young people demand a lot more parental headspace than they did a decade or so earlier. These years involve almost reparenting yourself, requiring you to do a lot of navel-gazing to unpick your triggers and learn to control your own emotions in a quest to help your young person control theirs.


One of the most important self-improvement lessons that parents of young people need to grasp is the idea of ‘being the adult’. By this I mean accepting that as fully grown and experienced adults, they have more developed brains and a lot more life wisdom under their belts. When faced with difficult scenarios with an emotional young person, it is parents and carers who need to step up and be the adults in the situation; this means staying calm, taking a deep breath and focusing on attachment, support and guidance, offering the security, consistency and reliability that the young person needs. When parents do this, young people feel safe to share their concerns, which, in turn, will help them to resolve any issues and remove the difficult behaviour that is a symptom of the problem.


Being the adult is hard, though. Nobody is perfect and we all make mistakes. This is a point we will come back to repeatedly throughout this book. Although the ideal would be for you to be the adult 100 per cent of the time, I understand (as a parent of young people myself) that’s not humanly possible. Life gets in the way. We become ‘full up’ with the concerns and worries of adulthood. We get tired and, as hard as we try, we will often act out just as much as our young people.


So what do we do in these difficult times?


•   You have to start with giving yourself grace and recognising what you bring to the parenting table – years of conditioned behaviours aren’t going to be undone overnight. If you were raised by parents who yelled, punished or shamed you as a teen, then reflexively you will tend to be this way with your own young people. It takes time to overcome these deeply embedded instinctual behaviours.


•   You have to try to make some space. It’s hard to be sensitive to your young person’s emotional needs and distress if you are ‘full up’ yourself. This looks different for everybody, but it could involve saying ‘no’ more if you are inclined to jump in and take on too many tasks, having better boundaries with others and looking at what doesn’t serve you in your life any more.


•   You need to try not to discipline when you’re angry or react to your young person’s superficial words or actions. Yes, sometimes their words are cutting and make you see red mist, but, ultimately, they are just words and they are indicative of a young person who is struggling and needs you to see beyond what they say and look for the deeper cause of their dysregulated behaviour. Take a breath, remind yourself ‘I’m the adult; I don’t have to react to this’ and wait until things are a little calmer before deciding on an action plan.


•   When (note, I haven’t said ‘if’ because it will happen) you slip up and forget or you don’t manage to be the adult, know that you can always make things right afterwards by apologising to your young person. Let them know that you are sorry that you couldn’t be the adult they needed in the moment, but that you’ve had time to calm down and now you’re ready to help. Psychologists call this ‘rupture and repair’ – with your apology you are repairing the temporary rupture of your attachment with your young person, while also teaching them how to apologise to others when they mess up.


•   Drop the guilt. Nobody gets parenting right all the time, especially not raising teens. There is no point dwelling on your past actions, whether that’s times when you utilised discipline techniques that focused on detachment or when you now realise you were most definitely not the adult. This retrospective self-admonishment doesn’t help anybody, least of all your young person. When you know better, you do better, but even when you know better there are still going to be times when you don’t quite manage to put that knowledge into action. Learn from your mistakes, resolve to start afresh tomorrow and look forwards, not back. Regret doesn’t produce change, only action does.


Being the adult is hard work, but it is what we need to do if we want to navigate these years with as much ease as possible, while retaining a close bond with our young people. Holding on again requires an element of stepping back: this time it is our triggers, anger and frustration we need to let go of in order to stay close to our young people.


Can you be too attached to your young person?


A common concern I come across when I’m talking about attachment with parents is the idea of being ‘too attached’.


The media like to label parents who are strongly attached to their young person and actively involved in their lives, calling them ‘helicopter’ or ‘snowplough’ parents. Helicopter parents hover over their young person, constantly involving themselves in their life, leaving little space for them to increase their orbit away from them and to learn independently. Snowplough parents metaphorically stand in front of their young person, dealing with anything life throws at them, ploughing a clear path, free of challenges and obstacles. Clearly, while helicopter and snowplough parents are well intentioned, they haven’t managed to strike a balance between holding on and letting go, and this clips the wings of their young person.


The type of attachment I am advocating is more akin to scaffolding. Parents who scaffold their young people create a framework to help hold and build them up; the support is there when needed, but the parents are mindful to make space and remove the scaffolding as their young people become more confident in tackling life alone. Parents who scaffold are mindful of attachment, but don’t want their young people to become overly reliant on them. Rather, they want to create confident and secure individuals, while also letting them know that they can always reach out for more support if they ever feel wobbly.


Time is precious


Perhaps you’ve seen the popular social media video or meme that proclaims, ‘You only have eighteen summers with your child, so make them count’? Time is indeed precious, and as young people grow, they naturally spend less time with their parents and family, dramatically so from age fifteen. According to the American Time Use Survey, fifteen-year-olds spend an average of 267 minutes per day with their family, and by age eighteen, this has fallen to 236 minutes, steadily declining from there on, reaching only 152 minutes per day by the age of twenty-one for those who still live at home.6 This reduced time with family is replaced by time with romantic partners, colleagues or simply alone.


I think all parents of young people should be mindful of passing time and making the most of it, but not to the point that they feel guilty if they are not enjoying every second – because honestly, nobody does. It is not feasible to make every day of those eighteen summers count. While our young people may spend less time with us as they grow, this is something to celebrate, as it is indicative of their increasing independence and confidence. Instead of lamenting rapidly losing time, I think it is much healthier to focus on creating the kind of relationship with our young people that allows them to feel they can always come back to us for help, advice or just to enjoy time together as they grow.


Making time to stay connected to your young person now will help ensure that the bond between you remains strong. Here are some suggestions for how to spend more quality time with your young person:


•   Family board-game nights


•   Family movie nights or cinema trips


•   Family escape-room visits


•   Inviting their friends or partners over for snacks or a barbecue


•   Weekend brunches


•   Creating new family-holiday traditions


•   Joining them in their favourite activities, such as gaming


I love having a house full of young people. One tradition that we followed in our family was hosting Halloween or bonfire-night get-togethers in our house for our young people and their friends. Being mindful of the passage of time (without thinking in terms of time running out) can help you to embrace more fun ways to connect with your young person that will, hopefully, last for many more years to come.


Time to revisit your past again


In the Introduction, I asked you to think of a period between the ages of thirteen and twenty-one when you felt misunderstood or unsupported by your parents or carers. Did you write something down? If you didn’t, grab some paper and a pen now, or use your phone to quickly make a note. I asked you to answer four questions:


•   How were you feeling?


•   How were you behaving?


•   What did you hope your parents or carers would say to you?


•   What did they actually say or do?


Looking at what you’ve written, what did you really need from your parents or carers at the time? I’d wager your answer probably involves understanding, support, love, guidance and acceptance – all words heavily rooted in attachment and connection, the very topic we have discussed at length in this chapter.


Instinctively, I think we all know how to raise young people because we have all been there. We all know what it felt like to not quite have our needs for attachment and nurturance met; we all know how it feels to be misunderstood. If we take these feelings and bottle them, we will know how to treat our own young people, even if the world is screaming at us to be more disciplinarian. How we ourselves were raised impacts how we raise our own young people, but most of us were not treated with the full respect and empathy we deserved. You have the power to change this cycle. Your young person needs the same thing that you needed. It’s pretty simple, really, when you look at it like that, albeit not easy to achieve, which is why there are still ten more chapters of this book to go!


Every young person needs somebody who believes in them and somebody they can trust who will always be there for them when they need them, no matter how difficult their behaviour or how cutting their words. Just because they look increasingly like a fully grown adult, it doesn’t mean that they need you any less. That ten-month-old reaching out for you in the middle of the night is still there. They still need you to reassure them, guide them, love them. It may not seem like it, but their orbit is still centred on you, and you still matter the most to them, even – and especially – on days when they tell you that they hate you and wish you’d die.


You have to remember to be the adult, to keep your side of the bargain and be their secure base. Holding on to your young person means retaining an influence, as well as a strong attachment. It means being there as a safe base for your young person to return to, to get instructions from when needed, while encouraging them to branch out into the world alone. It’s a learning journey for everybody. You won’t always get it right, and that’s OK. I’m a so-called expert and I still mess up. But the most important thing is that you try.


Let’s move on from attachment now and look at something that catches a lot of parents and carers of young people out, causing many arguments and anxieties unnecessarily: incorrect expectations of their behaviour, and misunderstanding their neurological capabilities. Chapter 2 will help you to appreciate what your young person is really capable of and to understand how their brains and hormones impact their behaviour.
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