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Foreword


‘Our youth now love luxury. They have bad manners, contempt for authority; they show disrespect for their elders and love chatter in place of exercise; they no longer rise when elders enter the room; they contradict their parents, chatter before company; gobble up their food and tyrannize their teachers.’


The words of a twenty-first century parent? No, that was Socrates, the classical Greek philosopher writing nearly two and a half thousand years ago. That quote might lead one to think that for generations nothing has really changed when it comes to parenting but, apart from a few broad brushstrokes, I’m not sure it’s true. I think the world has changed beyond all measure and with astonishing speed in my lifetime.


In the first flush of parenting, everyone – even those who have never parented – has advice to give to the new mother or father. Some of it is helpful, some is not and some is simply from interfering relatives. I’ve brought up three kids and I learnt pretty quickly that you can divide early childhood into two distinct phases. The first I call ‘scribbling’, which is when children use crayons simply to make a mess, and the second is ‘colouring within the lines’, which is when they have mastered both fine motor skills and a degree of patience. Once you get your offspring into the colouring-in phase then life as a parent improves no end. Your demanding little emperor can be distracted and is even heading towards sensible conversation. I pass this knowledge on to anyone still suffering the scribbling years so that they can see light at the end of the tunnel.


The information no one knew to share with me when my babies were babies was that modern parenting is now a much longer road than our own parents experienced. My first venture into the solo adult world consisted of renting a single room in London for £9 a week, when I was 18. It was a terrible place, where the restless mice and the smell of gas kept me awake at night, but I loved the independence of it. Sadly, the economics of today make even such a step less and less likely for young adults, many of whom continue to live at home out of necessity. It’s not easy for them but, dare I say, it is not always a total pleasure for the parents. Much has been made of mothers and fathers suffering from ‘empty nest’ syndrome but few consider the issues related to a nest that is beginning to feel a little too full. For the parent who watched their child grow up and dreamt of freedom from responsibility, the parent whose car bears a bumper sticker with the words ‘Busy spending my kid’s inheritance’, a child who won’t or can’t leave home can be tough to deal with.


There are other issues, too. My father passed away the week my oldest daughter was born. That was twenty-five years ago. My dad was a marvellous fellow and gave me some very sound advice: ‘never trust a man in a ready-made bow tie’, ‘don’t attend a party without having checked who’s in the obituaries’ and ‘always remember that one martini is not enough, two is plenty but three is too many’. I live by those maxims but I am aware of the possibility that his old words of wisdom would not quite suffice for the next generation. I often think how amazed he would be at how the world has changed. He loved technology but never used a mobile phone because, by the time he died, they were yet to become part of our daily lives.


Today all of us, but particularly young adults, face a constant onslaught from endless, instant communication and the pressure of social media. I am appalled at the number of young people, for example, who wish to have plastic surgery in order to improve their ‘online image’. My kids are all in their early twenties and when they were born these were things that never occurred to me I might one day have to consider.


For the modern parent, fresh approaches and negotiations are needed and that’s why we need a straight-talking, practical guide like this. It is designed to help parents help their children but there is a twist to it which I like – the authors also remind the mother or the father in the picture not to forget to think about themselves as well. The kids may be appalled.


Later! is a book that will help you assess what kind of parent you are and how you might improve for the sake of both your offspring and your sanity. It includes practical tips to get your child cooking the odd meal; how to cope with drug issues; when to speak up and when to bite your tongue; dealing with the unexpected; coping with sexual activity (your own and your child’s); and knowing when to hold back on giving help, even though it is usually quicker to ‘do it myself’.


We could all do with a wise woman sitting in the corner dispensing advice but sadly such delights are rare in a busy world, so this book is a fine substitute. If I incorporate just one or two of the suggestions in here then I know the kids will benefit in the long run. Perhaps they will even respect the parent who tries to improve and will come to repeat the words of the anonymous author who once said, ‘When I was a boy of fourteen, my father was so ignorant I could hardly stand to have the old man around. But when I got to be twenty-one, I was astonished at how much he had learned in seven years.’


Sandi Toksvig OBE, writer, broadcaster, Chancellor – and mother of three




Introduction


One minute you are taking your children to school, the next they are off to a more independent stage in their lives. It may seem like only months since you were first filling their lunch box for primary school, but the school career moves with such momentum that it won’t be long before you are suddenly facing life without having them at home on a daily basis.


How do you prepare for a time when your child’s excitement at the prospect of leaving school, going to university, finding a job or living on their own can leave you feeling dull, passed by and obsessed by detail that they see as unimportant? How do you start to think about what to do with the rest of your life – picking up previous or new ambitions, both personal and professional, and prioritising your own friends and interests?


How do you handle the situation when, as is increasingly common, your children later decide to return home to live – in the process shattering the living arrangements that had developed without them, and creating endless mess as well as volunteering the kind of opinions you had become used to managing without.


Later! is an empathetic and practical guide to making sense of life at a time when all the ground rules need to be reconsidered, if not renegotiated. Packed with strategies for the effective analysis and management of a situation that neither of you has handled before, the authors offer sound thinking and the reassurance that others are feeling the same.


A particular and unique feature of this book is the emphasis on exploring the situation from two different points of view. One is the parent role that you have maintained for so long, but which needs to adapt and change to living with a young adult. The second is the non-parent you, who has been left somewhat in the shade for the last 16–20 years while being Mum or Dad took over. This older, but less familiar, you needs to be nurtured and encouraged in much the same way as your young person.


All the decisions and situations your young person is going through need (re)consideration from your point of view too, but years of busyness in managing their lives, as well as delivering the supporting structure for the family, can leave you unused to thinking about your own needs and priorities. This book considers everyone’s hopes and plans – in the process, offering everyone the chance to move on.


As well as the ‘viewpoint’ sections in each chapter, we have included a section of questions and answers, which have proved so popular in our previous books. They offer examples of how the strategies and principles we explore might be applied in real-life situations. All the questions are typical ones parents ask on workshops and have been selected for their relevance to each chapter.




CHAPTER 1


A Whole New World


Why this book now? Parenting has changed more in the last 20–30 years than it has for many generations. Of course, society does not stand still, and so each generation faces new challenges when preparing the next generation for the years ahead. But of late, largely due to changes in technology, life has moved so quickly that the life of a young person today will bear little similarity to the lives of his or her grandparents and will yield only some areas of overlap with their parents. What is acceptable in society has changed, how people live and work has changed, and how we relate to the world around us has changed.


In previous generations, marriage and work were seen as lifelong choices, whereas now a more flexible attitude to both is common. Even parenting is no longer seen by everyone as the unbreakable bond and unshakeable responsibility of previous generations. Ironically, the number of parents who walk away from their children, and the number of children unable or unwilling to leave their parents, are both growing.


CHANGING TIMES FOR YOUR YOUNG PERSON


There are many reasons why young people stay at home for as long as they do. Some of these are financial: jobs for young people are increasingly hard to come by, and a rate of pay that allows for a standard of living that many consider acceptable may not happen for several years into employment. The dingy, unheated flats that parents may remember might seem unappealing to young people today, many of whom expect at least the same standard of living they enjoyed at home before they will consider a permanent move, even if this means running more than one job to pay for it. This is not true of everyone. For some, the experience of living at home is unbearable, and for any number of reasons as far as these young people are concerned, any independent living, at any standard, is preferable to living at home. It is a shocking indictment on our society that so many young people end up living on the streets in our cities, apparently with no other choices available to them.


There was a time when a young person would leave home because they were unable to do many of the things they wanted while living under their parents’ roof. Staying out to all hours, having sex, drinking and socialising were all more difficult to manage at home. Today, most of these problems don’t exist. Young people have far greater freedoms, as well as increased privacy to pursue their personal lives, while living at home. For many, moving out and becoming completely independent is as much a financial decision as an emotional or developmental one.


For parents, these changes can be seen in two ways. Many parents are delighted that their child chooses to live in the family home beyond 18 or 21, but by 25 most parents are beginning to wonder when they can expect to get their homes and their lives back. We have met parents of 30-year-olds and beyond who would dearly love their child to move on but feel unable to push them away. This book is designed to help parents deal with the internal and external conflicts of parenting the young adult. How do we prepare them for an independent future? How do we live comfortably together without being too comfortable? How do we allow them the freedom to develop as individuals without compromising our own freedoms and rights? And how do we manage our own changing circumstances and emotional upheavals during this period of change without making them feel responsible or guilty for our insecurities?


The current generation of parents has been more involved in managing their child’s life than any previous generation, although, ironically, the result has been that although children today have more freedom they have less independence than in previous years. We strive to let them develop into the person they choose to be, but carefully manage where they go and with whom they spend their time. As a result we are raising a generation of young people who are exceptionally capable and confident in many ways but often lack true socialisation – they do not deal well with others and are inclined to be self-centred and lacking in empathy. They also tend to have very high expectations of life. The all-pervasive media have presented to young people an image of career, relationships and lifestyle that is hedonistic, disposable and, above all, available – and they can be disappointed when it does not appear as anticipated.


Parenting the young adult, then, presents some interesting dilemmas. We want them to be independent, but we need to keep them safe. We want them to be footloose, have fun and to enjoy their youth, but we want them to set firm foundations for the future. We want them to study hard and achieve well, but we want them to be happy. We want them to be independent and free, but we want them to love and need us as much as they always have.


Parenting through this time of change can bring up many personal issues. The concept of the ‘empty nest syndrome’ is familiar, where parents, particularly mothers, become depressed as their children leave home and feel that their life as they knew it has ended. Tied in with the physical and emotional upheaval of the menopause, this can prove devastating. But fear of these changes can lead parents to hang on to their children or to create dependence in their young people. By unconsciously creating a young person who lacks the confidence or skills to manage alone, a parent can maintain their position within their child’s life forever. What we are trying to encourage in this book is a parent who is both willing and able to wave their child off into their future, secure in the knowledge that they have done what they can and that they are ready to begin the new phase of their relationship with their child.


Why we chose the title Later!



When we thought about a title for this book we considered many options. Eventually, we settled for the single word ‘Later’ as an abbreviation of the phrase ‘see you later’, because that implies leaving – but not for good. There was some discussion across the age ranges about how this should be written. The suggestion ‘Laterz’ was made, as indeed was ‘L8R’ but we settled on the more universally readable ‘Later’ in the hope that it will be more widely understood and prove more lasting.


Later! is the third book in what is intended to be a series of four, looking at parenting in all its changing facets, from the earliest years to supporting a child who is leaving home for good. To most people it would seem logical to have started with the earliest years first and then move through to the oldest, but we have moved in our own mysterious way. Our first book Whatever! dealt with teenagers, the second It’s Not Fair! covered the pre-teen age range of 8 until 12, and this third book covers parenting the 16–23 age group.


This has been a reflection in part of the priorities of Gill’s work with parents and schools, and the various issues that have emerged in her workshops. Although Gill’s work has traditionally been through schools, since she has branched out into presenting workshops in other venues more and more parents have expressed their concerns, frustrations and insecurities in relation to their older children, many of whom still live at home or have returned after living or studying away. For Alison it has mirrored the process she has been living through with her own family and the discussions she has been having with her four children. For both of us, writing the books has reflected and identified issues we have been living with in our personal and/or professional lives – and we have also learnt much about ourselves.






CASE STUDY: TRUDY, 44


Trudy is a single parent. Her daughter Sarah is 22 and still living at home. Sarah has never had a full-time job and finds work ‘boring’. Trudy works as an accounts manager for a national retailer and they share a two-bedroomed flat. Sarah describes her mum as her best friend and they frequently go out together in the evening with Sarah’s friends; they will often drink heavily together and go ‘partying’.


Sarah’s friends are often at the flat and comment on how lucky Sarah is to have such a lovely fun mother.


At home, Sarah spends most of her time online or watching TV. What money she has comes from a small amount of benefit money and supplements from her mother. Her father left some years before and still occasionally provides gifts or cash handouts for Sarah. She speaks to him regularly on the phone but rarely sees him, as he has another family.


Trudy has few friends of her own age. She says that being with people over 40 makes her feel old, and she prefers the company of Sarah and her friends. She would like Sarah to take more responsibility in the home, to clean and tidy, to shop and prepare food or at least to take care of her own laundry and ironing. Presently, Trudy is responsible for all the household tasks, although Sarah will sometimes help if specifically asked to.


Sarah has no real qualifications and no ambitions. She expects that she will eventually find somebody with money to marry her and will be kept by her husband. She would like to have children one day but wants to employ a nanny to do the work and does not expect to have to care for herself in any way. She describes herself as ‘lazy’.


Trudy wishes that Sarah would ‘grow up’ and sometimes despairs for her future. She sometimes feels sorry for herself that she has such a helpless and selfish daughter, although she loves her.








The co-dependent relationship


We have chosen this case study as an example of the co-dependent relationship that sometimes exists between a parent and a child. Thankfully, most relationships are not as damaged or damaging as this example, but there are some elements here that may be reflected in more functional families. Trudy is not taking responsibility for her daughter’s lack of maturity and development. She is blaming Sarah for it, but it is clear that Trudy is not herself fully mature, as she is still clinging to the life of a 22-year-old and has allowed her daughter to carry on being a child too. Most parents would have put their foot down a long time ago, even if it meant being unpopular. But as Trudy is unwilling to grow up herself, it’s perhaps unreasonable to expect her daughter to do so without any support.


The difficulty now is that Trudy has a lot to lose if she becomes unpopular with her daughter. She stands to lose her social life and her role as a ‘lovely mum’. She wants change but only without risking the present state of the relationship – and that has resulted in her difficult position.


This brings us to an important point: how do we support our children to go beyond our limitations, and to be bigger and better people than us if that is what they choose to be, without those very differences seeming like criticisms or failings in ourselves? Is it possible to teach someone to be something we are not, to do things of which we are not capable?


How do we react to our children?


Looking into the face of your young adult can feel like looking into a mirror at a person who is both like and unlike you. Although we can often see their failings better than we can see our own, we can also see their strengths too. Most parents at some stage will have felt a pang of envy at the fresh-faced enthusiasm and potential of youth, and while for many this is a source of pride, there are some parents who unwittingly allow their feelings of inadequacy or envy to become damaging. Most of the time the experience of living with parents is familiar – there are good times and bad times, rows, laughter, fun, stress and frustrations – a whole range of family experiences. The jealous parent only shows their true colours when their child gets the opportunity to do something special or to shine. Most parents are delighted and excited for their child; a few, however, will make some comment or criticism to dampen the mood. There is a difficult path to tread between injecting a note of realism and actively discouraging, through being overly critical or consistently finding a way to belittle achievements and dampen enthusiasms. For many of these parents their behaviour is almost automatic, they don’t mean to be negative but rather relaying the ‘don’t get your hopes up’ and ‘nobody likes someone who blows their own trumpet’ attitudes they were raised with becomes second nature. The behaviour seems to happen more commonly within same-sex relationships, so mother to daughter, or father to son – perhaps because the mirror image is closer to the original or the competition within the family that is well observed in animal behaviour is taking place here too.


Anyone watching The X Factor auditions on TV will have been struck by the attitudes of family to the aspiring competitors. Most are excited and nervous for their child, a few will be preparing them for failure and some are blindly encouraging, regardless of talent. One can only assume these same characteristics are carried through in other areas of the family life. Some of us firmly believe in visualising success, others think that if you expect the worst you will only ever have nice surprises – and the balance just believe in getting on with it. Interestingly, everyone believes they face reality!


Most of us fall into one of three categories as a parent:


1   The blind enthusiast This is the parent who believes their child to be fabulous (as of course they are) and will not accept anyone’s criticism, however well meant or helpful. This parent believes the way to help their child succeed is to encourage them to understand that everything they do is right and every failure is down to someone else. This is the kind of parent most parents wish they had had! ‘Don’t listen to them darling, they’re just jealous!’


2   The realist This parent tends to avoid extremes of praise or criticism. They let their head rule their heart. They listen, they think and then they say and do what will be most helpful and useful in a given situation. They try to encourage everyone else to consider and celebrate, plan and reflect unemotionally. ‘That sounds an interesting plan; tell me about what you might do if things turn out differently.’


3   The critic This parent believes that the only way to get better at anything is to overcome failings, and the only way to overcome failings is to know what they are. They believe it is a part (and sometimes a painful part) of their job as a parent to point out such failings or perceived potential pitfalls in any plan. ‘But just looking at it from Ellie’s point of view rather than yours, it looks pretty selfish to me.’


The changing face of parenting


The truth is that parenting is a minute-by-minute role. Just when you think it’s going well, something can happen to send it all topsy-turvy again, and when life seems dire, a moment of intimacy and joy can spring from nowhere. A good parent is sometimes the blind enthusiast, sometimes the realist and sometimes the critic. The trick is knowing when to be which. By and large, a realistic approach is the one that enables a young person to make their own decisions and take responsibility for the outcomes, but there are times when having someone steadfastly in your corner is what is needed – and others when tough love is what is needed.



EXERCISE: Reflection (just for fun!) – what kind of parent are you?


Ring the answer A, B or C that is most typical of your immediate response. It may well be that you will at some time use all three approaches. If this is the case, ring the one that you would use first.


Question 1


Your child comes home from college/university very excited that they have been short-listed for a grant-bearing award with 99 other young people. If successful, they will be given a substantial amount of money to travel for a month in South America with five other young people from around the country.


Do you?


A   Ask lots of questions to find out the details and wish them luck.


B   Jump about excitedly, high-fiving them.


C   Point out to them how many other people are in the running for this award and how low the odds of success are? Also mention the potential dangers of such a trip that might make being unsuccessful a good result.


Question 2


Your young adult is heartbroken. Their boyfriend/girlfriend of one month has broken off the relationship. They adored this partner and lavished affection and attention on them. They believed the partner felt the same way.


Do you?


A   Listen, if need be, over and over again. Sympathise with their hurt and, when they are ready, help them identify ways of getting over it.


B   Call the ex- every name under the sun. Tell your child that they are wonderful and don’t deserve to be treated that way. Threaten to go round and give him/her a piece of your mind.


C   Let them know that there are plenty more fish in the sea and that wearing your heart on your sleeve is a sure recipe for getting hurt. Suggest that maybe next time they should play it a little more distantly if they don’t want to scare the other person off.


Question 3


A frequently grumpy and unfriendly neighbour has complained about music being played at high volume in your home and suggests it is happening when you are out.


Do you?


A   Discuss with the whole family acceptable levels of noise at different times of the day, for different equipment in the home; for example, the television in the bedroom turned to level 6 volume after 10.00 pm and level 3 after midnight.


B   Tell the neighbour to get lost (or worse) and point out that your family is entitled to do as it pleases in your own home as long as each person is responsible – and that as far as you’re concerned, they are always responsible.


C   Tell your young adult off for upsetting the neighbour, because it’s you that has to take the criticism. Point out that they are being selfish and unfair to you and the neighbour. Tell them they are breaking your trust by behaving this way when you are not around.


Question 4


Your young adult cooks a meal for the family from scratch for the first time. The menu is a little over-ambitious and much of the food is cold or undercooked, but he or she has tried to create something spectacular. They are a little upset that the end result is not as good as they had intended.


Do you?


A   Tell them how proud you are of them. Praise the ambition and creativity of the meal. Tell them all the things you enjoyed and encourage other family members to do the same. Help them identify how they can avoid the pitfalls next time.


B   Tell them it is the best meal you have ever tasted. Eat everything on the table with relish and delight regardless. When they express disappointment, tell them they are wrong and that everything is wonderful.


C   Go through everything they have done in detail pointing out what they have done well and how they could improve the things they have done not so well. Talk to them about timing and how to plan a meal so that everything is ready at the same time.


Question 5


Your young person has left the house in a hurry. Their breakfast dishes are unwashed, the kitchen is in a state and there is a trail of towels, clothes, magazines, books and papers all over the place. You have to leave for work yourself.


Do you?


A   Send them a text message asking them to ensure they have tidied up by the time you and the family get home even if that means changing their plans.


B   Feel a bit annoyed but, after all, you’re only young once. Do a quick pick-up and tidy, and resolve to do the rest when you get home.


C   Tidy it yourself after work, feeling resentful, and when they eventually get home point out how selfish they are, how busy you are and how it is unfair that you should have to pick up after them now that they are grown up.


Question 6


Your 17-year-old son asks if he can have a party for his eighteenth birthday. He is only going to invite 15 friends, but he would like you to go out for the evening.


Do you?


A   Discuss as a whole family how this might be managed. Get your son to draw up a realistic budget, to think about what he needs to do to prepare the house: does anything need to be put away, how many people do you need to do the shifting, and who is going to do the work. Talk to him about security and what he will do if things get out of hand in any way. Encourage him to think about what else needs to be done, such as warning the neighbours, ensuring those he invites do not make the party information more widely available, making a clear smoking area, protecting valuables and pets, and so on.


B   Be delighted that your young person has decided to celebrate their birthday at home, as it shows just how much the family means to them. Decide that because you trust them, and you have made this clear to them, to take this opportunity for a weekend away yourself.


C   Refuse point blank.


What kind of parent or you?


Mostly As You are inclined to be a realistic parent. You are encouraging, kind and thoughtful but you also see the problems when they arise. You help your child to sort out their own problems rather than doing them for them, and you put their needs before your desire for popularity or approval.


POSITIVES You are someone they can trust and will come to with problems, because they know you will not judge.


NEGATIVES They will not always see you as ‘fun’ and may construe your consistency as predictability. They may find you a bit boring.


Mostly Bs You are inclined to be blindly enthusiastic. You are staunchly on your child’s side, no matter what. There is nothing they can do or say in the world that you will not back up. The only person who you feel has the right to criticise them is yourself – and you do it rarely. You encourage them in everything they do and back them up to the hilt.


POSITIVES You are the parent everybody thinks they want. You are endlessly supportive and encouraging, and can always be relied on to come up trumps in a problem. Your child can always depend on you to be there for them.


NEGATIVES Your child may never truly grow up, because they never have to take responsibility for anything. There is a difference between self-esteem and self-delusion and the offspring of blindly enthusiastic parents may have an unrealistic and over-inflated sense of their own abilities and worth in relation to others. They may lack empathy and care for others, be unable to take any criticism and resist authority or rules.


Mostly Cs You are inclined to be a critical parent. You often point out the (sometimes obvious) failings of others, because you believe they need to be aware of this in order to improve. Your motivations are to help your young adult to be better than they are – but you may be inclined to nag a little.


POSITIVES Having boundaries is a good thing, and children and young people do best in an atmosphere where boundaries are clear and well established. You believe in boundaries and maintain them even when it’s hard to do so. You encourage your child to think of others and the greater good in everything they do and to see the bigger picture rather than getting hung up in the details and emotions of life.


NEGATIVES If you are very critical, they may feel they can never do anything right. You might also find that they are inclined to lie or withhold from you as a way of avoiding your criticism. They are unlikely to share problems or details of their life with you if they feel that you will always pick out their failings. If you are inclined to nag they will simply stop listening to you and will have learnt to tune you out by the time they had reached adolescence.



What is the ideal parent?


The ideal parent is mostly realistic, but occasionally blindly enthusiastic and, when necessary, critical. Given that all three types of parent tend to think they are being realistic, this book will explore the overlaps – and the realities – from the points of view of both parent and young person.


Parents often want to know how they can tell if they are doing a good job. The simple answer is that a child who is doing well is evidence of a parent doing their job well. We believe that a child doing well is one who is succeeding on their own terms, in their chosen areas regardless of any limiting factors. Having a brilliant well-paid career but feeling alienated from their own children or partner is not truly successful. On the other hand, managing a loving home, maintaining a good relationship, raising happy, healthy children – if that is a choice they make – and finding a way of contributing to the world can be counted as successful. Whether a child becomes a media mogul, a shelf stacker in a supermarket, a high-flying surgeon, a pipe fitter or runs a small online business is not important. What matters is that they have reached their potential, continue to create opportunities for themselves to increase their personal development, and that they have a meaningful and loving life where they give and receive care and intimacy. How, what and where this is done are infinitely variable, but the outcomes are not.






CASE STUDY: DANIEL, 22


Daniel is the middle child of three and his older brother, Michael, currently works in the US as a rising star in a large multinational corporation. His younger sister, Emily, is at university studying law. His mother, Carla, has a successful interior design company and his father, David, runs a computer software company.


Daniel was late developing speech and struggled at primary school. He was un-coordinated and found reading and writing difficult – eventually being identified as dyslexic when he was seven as well as having other learning difficulties. He was a popular and kind child, but his confidence was not good, due to his problems. His older brother was a star student who went to the same school, and Daniel suffered from the expectations of others based on his brother.


He left school at 16 and found part-time work as an office cleaner, which he did for two years before attending the local college full time for a year to study for GCSEs. He successfully gained six A–C GCSEs and found work in a large sports shop.


Both his parents have supported him unconditionally and spent a lot of time helping him overcome his poor self-esteem. His girlfriend moved into his family home when he was 18, as she was desperate to leave hers. They have been together since he was 17. She works on the beauty counter at a local department store.


Daniel has been promoted at work to a section management role and is now studying maths A-level at college supported by his work. He moved out of home when he was 20 and bought a one-bedroomed flat with his girlfriend through a shared ownership scheme run by a local housing association. His parents are openly proud of him and all he has achieved, and they maintain a close relationship, frequently at each other’s homes and going out together for meals or social events.


He has a close relationship with his sister, who phones and visits frequently, although not with his brother. Both parents express concern that Michael is not doing as well as Daniel.








Daniel’s parents love all their children equally, as most parents do, but they managed to bring them up as individuals with different needs and skills in such a way that they could strive for success on their own terms – not in competition with each other.


So often a bright or high-achieving sibling can lead to brothers and sisters who feel second best or in their sibling’s shadow. Not so with Daniel. He learnt that he could be successful by working hard, just as his brother and sister had done, but he also learnt that we can set our own goals – and achieving them feels good, whatever they are.


Perhaps Michael still has to learn to allow himself to reach goals. He is still trying to meet the standards set by others in a very competitive field without reflecting on personal happiness or satisfaction. For him, the goal posts move every time he gets close. He has made status, money and prestige his aims – and they are notoriously hard to satisfy. Almost no one who makes money their marker of success will ever have enough.


CHANGING TIMES FOR YOU


Although we consider the changing times we live in, and the changing times for our children and families as they become adults, we also need to consider the changing times for ourselves as parents whose role is moving away from being one that is central to our lives and everything we do. Emotionally, we never stop being a parent, but in our day-to-day lives our role as a parent becomes less and less central.


It is important to consider ourselves as individuals throughout these changing times to reconnect to what we want, how we live our lives and what is important to us. The changing role of parents can feel like something has been lost or outgrown, but it can also feel like a new era of change and excitement, of possibility and freedom. For most people it is probably a bit of both.


How we respond to the changes in our role will depend on many factors. The greatest influence will probably be how we view life and change in general. We have already explored three characteristics of a parent: the blind enthusiast, the realist and the critic. We are likely to bring these same qualities into play when embarking on a new adventure. Some of us will weigh up the pros and cons of the situation, will set goals and will make plans. Others will be signing up for online dating, booking a cruise, buying a whole new wardrobe or converting the newly vacated room into a gym. And others will dwell on all that will be hard or difficult or sad – all the negatives. For some, change is exciting, for some a challenge and for others change is frightening. How we choose to deal with it will depend on the emotions we attach to it in the first place. If we view it as an opportunity, a new phase and something exciting to do, we are more likely to bring enthusiasm and creativity to bear on the choices we make. If we approach it with dread and fear, or see it as a time of loss, we are more likely to use avoidance techniques, addictions (acknowledged or denied), apply comfort behaviours and experience depression.


How we approach change will also determine how we behave with our young adults. If we embrace change, we are more likely to encourage them to be independent, because we will manage and take responsibility for our own feelings rather than letting our fears stand in the way of their future. They will also learn by imitation that change is exciting, powerful and provides endless opportunities. If we resist change we may, albeit unconsciously, encourage them to stay children for longer – to maintain both their role as dependant and ours as carer. We may also teach them to fear change and to avoid decision-making and risk, preferring to stay safe and unchallenged.


A reality check


If you completed the reflection task on pages 9–13, you will have identified for yourself what kind of parent you are. This may also give you a clue about how you are with yourself too. If you are sufficiently brave, why not give the questions and answers to your young adult and ask them to complete them about you? Ask them to identify which of the answers they think most suits you and your style of parenting. Did they think of you in the same way as you did yourself? What does this tell you?


Maybe this experience has delivered some reinforcement of your self-view, but possibly you have also been given some surprising information. Consider this as an opportunity to grow. In the middle of a busy family, there can be insufficient time to think about who we are. Time alone is rare – and so often taken up with maintenance of one kind or another. But as time passes you will, if you choose, have more time to think about you: who you are; what you want; your hopes, dreams and aspirations. You may choose to pick up on some that you had when you were younger, or you may decide to re-examine how you live now and make some changes, big or small, to support your own well-being and the next period of your life.
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