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“Virtually an ‘owner’s manual’ for the parents of teenagers . . . Will help parents understand their adolescents and themselves. I recommend it very highly.”


—Lawrence Kutner, Ph.D., former “Parent & Child”


columnist, The New York Times


“A calm, measured book filled with thoughtful advice on everything from pimples to pornography, allowances to alcohol . . . valuable reading.”


—John Cotter, The Washington Post


“Wide-ranging, well documented . . . This book’s counsel is well worth considering, and its encouraging attitude is like a breath of fresh air.”


—Booklist


“An important and well-organized manual filled with solid advice for the parents of adolescents . . . Throughout, the authors offer advice on how to communicate about issues from clothing to college applications, work and birth control. Significantly, the authors communicate the encouraging sense that they genuinely like adolescents.”


—Publishers Weekly


“A comprehensive guide to parenting children who are between the ages of 10 and 20 . . . Practical information and suggestions . . . Resources are plentiful—everything from résumé guidelines to a drug usage chat to the lowdown on acne and sexually transmitted diseases. An extremely readable text makes the contents readily accessible to teens. Recommended.”
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The Basics







Chapter 1


Good News About Adolescence


Relax! The horror stories you have heard about adolescence are false.


Adolescence has long been a synonym for trouble in our society. “Everyone knows” that the road from childhood to adulthood is stormy. Extreme moodiness in adolescence is normal. Rebellion is an inevitable and necessary part of growing up. If your teenager doesn’t get involved in drugs, crime, and risky sex, consider yourself lucky.


The idea that adolescence equals trouble has been part of our folklore, handed down from generation to generation, and accepted by psychologists, educators, and parents alike. Psychologists attempted to explain the storm and stress of adolescence through theory. Sociologists concentrated on delinquents, dropouts, drug users, and other problem teenagers. Few questioned the conventional wisdom—until scientists began to study adolescence systematically, in the late 1970s. Over the past 30 years, a new wave of research has swept through the field. Psychologists began to study adolescents themselves—how they think, what they think about, how they feel about their lives, why they behave as they do, and how they respond to different types of parents. They looked not only at troubled young people, but also at ordinary, everyday kids. As a result of this research, many common assumptions about adolescence have been exposed as myths.




• Adolescence is not an inherently difficult period. Psychological problems, problem behavior, and family conflict are no more common in adolescence than at any other stage of the life cycle. To be sure, some adolescents are troubled and some get into trouble. But the great majority (almost nine out of ten) do not. The problems we have come to see as a “normal” part of adolescent development—drugs, delinquency, irresponsible sex, opposition to any and all authority—are not normal at all. They are both preventable and treatable.


Good kids don’t suddenly go bad in adolescence.


• The evils of peer pressure have been overrated. To be sure, adolescent are concerned about what their friends think; they do want to fit in; and they are susceptible to peer pressure. But peer pressure is not a monolithic force that presses all adolescents into the same mold. Adolescents are as varied as adults are. In some adolescent crowds, earning academic honors is the “in” thing; in others, it’s dressing to the nines or excelling in sports. In some, it’s doing drugs. Peer pressure can be a force for good or evil, positive or negative attitudes toward family and school, depending on the source. Which crowd a teenager associates with is not random. Adolescents generally choose friends whose values, attitudes, tastes, and families are similar to their own. In short, good kids rarely go bad because of their friends.


• The decline of the family has also been overstated. In today’s world, the story goes, parents have little or no control over their teenagers. The decline of neighborhoods, high divorce rates, women working, the youth culture, the media, and now the Internet all combine to undermine parental authority. This is nonsense. Parents remain the major influence on their child’s attitudes and behavior through adolescence and into young adulthood. Adolescents care what you think and listen to what you say, even if they don’t always admit it or agree with every point. The majority of teenagers like their parents, respect them, agree with them on the big issues (though they might disagree over matters of taste and style), and want to please them. Good parent-child relationships do not deteriorate because of adolescence. (And this is true whether parents are married, single, divorced, or remarried: Good parent-adolescent relationships do not depend on household arrangements.)





By and large, the good news about adolescence has not reached the public. One reason is that good news isn’t news. Adolescents appear in the news only when a study finds a dramatic increase in teenage pregnancy, police discover that youth gangs are involved with drug rings, or a teenager kills her stepfather or commits suicide. The many, many adolescents who have good relationships with their parents, are doing well in school, do not use drugs, and do not get pregnant aren’t news.


A second reason adolescence continues to equal trouble in the public mind is that cultural stereotypes die hard. An apron declares, “Mother Nature, in all her wisdom, gave me 13 years to love my son before he became a teenager”; a mug asserts, “Insanity is hereditary; you get it from your children”; the “terrible teens” is as much a part of our language as the “terrible twos.” When parents of adolescents get together, they often play “Can you top this?” The parents who have survived the worst battles with their teenager get the most medals. Parents who haven’t run into serious problems, who actually enjoy their teenagers, end up being apologetic: “I guess we are just lucky.” It is not luck.


Parents Can Make a Difference


Your relationship with your child will not change for the worse in adolescence, but it will change. How you view this change can lay the groundwork for healthy or unhealthy development, good or bad times in your family.


When your child was small, you were responsible for directing and controlling an immature creature who saw you as all-knowing and all-powerful. In the near future, your young adult will take responsibility for his or her own life, and you will be more like friends. The adolescent still needs you, but in a different way. The parent-adolescent relationship is like a partnership in which the senior partner (the parent) has more expertise in many areas but looks forward to the day when the junior partner (the adolescent) will take over the business of running his or her own life. Parents who see the adolescent partnership as a losing proposition, or resist the adolescent’s desire for self-determination, are asking for trouble.


When parents expect the worst from their adolescent, they often get it. The most common adolescent response to suspicion and surveillance is rebellion: If the adolescent’s parents don’t trust her, why should she try to prove that she is trustworthy? Parents who assume that all teenagers are troubled also run the risk of overlooking the warning signs of serious problems that require immediate, professional attention.


When parents take the attitude that teenagers are teenagers and there’s nothing a parent can do, their child concludes that they don’t care. He may turn to his peers for guidance, or take unnecessary risks in the effort to discover for himself what his limits are, thus confirming his parents’ worst nightmares.


Parents who refuse to accept the fact that their child is maturing and attempt to keep everything as it was run into similar problems. Like it or not, your child is going to try to grow up. The adolescent doesn’t want you to solve every problem anymore. If you don’t make room for her friends, grant her privacy, and let her make her own decisions about clothes and music, when to do her schoolwork, and participation in extracurricular activities, she will find other, less benign ways to assert her independence.


In contrast, when parents welcome signs that their child is growing up and expect the best from their child, they often find adolescence the most rewarding time in their parental career. It’s interesting to have a child with whom you can have an adult conversation (the kind of open-ended all-nighters you haven’t had since you were their age); exciting to be in touch with the latest fashions in clothes and music; fun to be able to share activities with a teenager (if you don’t mind the fact that your daughter can beat you in tennis or knows more about computers than you do); and liberating to know that your child can take care of herself most of the time.


Knowing What to Expect Is Half the Battle


Many parent-adolescent conflicts are the result not of holding on too long or giving up too soon but of misinformation. For example, parents tend to think of adolescence as beginning at age 13 or 14. When their son begins playing the stereo full blast and otherwise acting like a stereotypical teenager at age 11, they assume things can only get worse. In fact, things get better: Most families find the teenage years easier than the preteens. Parents often misread interest in friends as lack of interest in family. In reality, friends don’t subtract from the adolescent’s affection for his family but add to his circle of significant others. When the adolescent begins questioning their rules and their wisdom, many parents think, “Oh, no; my son is the one in ten who is going to be trouble.” In fact, challenging the old order is a sign of intellectual growth: You’ve raised a thinker!


Adolescence is a complicated time, but it is no more mysterious than infancy or toddlerhood. Like these earlier stages in development, it is a period of rapid growth and change. Some of the changes are biological, some intellectual, some emotional and social. Each adolescent develops according to an individual timetable. But the sequence of changes is more or less predictable. Preadolescents and young teens (roughly age 10 to 13) have different needs and concerns than middle adolescents (about age 14 to 18), and late adolescents and young adults (age 19 to 25) have needs and concerns of their own. If you know what to expect at each of these stages, you are in a much better position to understand why the adolescent behaves as he does and what he needs from you. Parents who have a better and more realistic understanding of adolescence have fewer problems during this time period. The same is true for individuals who teach, coach, supervise, or work with young people.


One crucial understanding parents need to have is that adolescence is now a much longer period than it was in previous generations.


Adolescence Lasts Longer Than Ever


Adolescence has changed since most of today’s parents were teenagers. Once limited to the years from roughly 13 to 18, adolescence—at least as a psychological stage—now begins as early as 10 (because puberty occurs earlier than in previous eras) and extends into the mid-20s (because individuals remain financially dependent on their parents much longer). As a consequence, parents now confront many of the classic adolescent issues earlier in their child’s development than they had expected (e.g., having their authority questioned or discovering cigarettes in their child’s dresser drawer), and they continue to deal with others for a much longer time than they ever imagined they would (e.g., conflicts over money or battles over household chores).


This latter change has been particularly dramatic. Parental responsibilities, financial and otherwise, now extend over a greater period of time than they did in earlier generations. Today’s parents are often perplexed, sometimes anxious or even annoyed, about what they may perceive as their child’s excessive dependence, floundering, or reluctance to grow up. And today’s young people may be equally confused about drawing appropriate boundaries between themselves and their parents, creating new conflicts and tensions in the relationship. Parents of these older adolescents have different concerns than parents with preteens, but they nonetheless have questions and need guidance. When I speak to parents, I now get almost as many questions about parenting 20-somethings as I do about parenting teenagers.


A fair amount has been written about the fact that adolescence has been lengthened at both ends. But virtually everything that has been said about this transformation has focused on the individual adolescent, and very little has been said about how it has changed what it means to be a parent. A couple of generations ago, it was possible (although not advisable) for a parent to simply try to “survive” the period, because the worst-case scenario was five or six years of difficulty. Most books written for parents of teenagers were survival guides (many still are). Nowadays, adolescence is too long—15 years in some families—for mere survival. Knowledge, not fortitude, is what today’s parents need. That’s where this book comes in.




A NOTE ON THE PRONOUN PROBLEM


Like many authors today, I object to using the male pronoun he as a generic term to refer to people of both sexes. Nor am I comfortable with always using the plural forms, or constantly resorting to the cumbersome he or she. My solution is to refer to the adolescent sometimes as male and sometimes as female. In either case, what I say about one sex applies to the other. For the most part, the concerns of female and male adolescents are similar, and boys and girls are even more alike today than they were a generation ago. If I am talking about something of special concern to one sex, I’ll say so.





The Purpose of This Book


When your child was small, you probably kept one or more baby books on the shelf. These books told you what to expect at three months, six months, and a year and a half. You skimmed the book to get a preview of what lay ahead, pulled it out when something came up you hadn’t anticipated, and reviewed it now and then to reassure yourself that your child was developing normally. When the book did not give you the answer you needed, you called your pediatrician. This book is written in the spirit of those baby books.


One purpose of this book is to describe the normal developmental changes young people undergo as they enter and move through adolescence. I will talk about what adolescents at a given age are likely to be thinking and feeling, what is probably happening at school and in their social world, how they are likely to perceive you and why. I’ll also explain why you are feeling the way you do, and what you can do to improve your own mental health. One of the lessons of recent research on adolescence is that the period turns out to be much harder on parents than it is on teenagers.


The second purpose of this book is to suggest effective ways of relating to your adolescent. There is no magical formula for raising a healthy, well-adjusted child—and indeed, no one definition of well-adjusted. But research does show that some strategies are more effective than others. I suggest general guidelines, offer concrete suggestions, and highlight mistakes parents often make. But you know your son or daughter better than anyone. The best advice anyone can give you is to get as much information as you can, then follow your intuition.


In line with this view, the third purpose of this book is to provide practical information that both you and your adolescent should have. For example, I tell you what happens in an adolescent’s body during puberty, what the dangers of unprotected sex are, including sexually transmitted diseases and early pregnancy, and how teenagers can protect themselves. Likewise, I discuss how the demands on students change as they move from middle school, or junior high, to high school and on to college. Much of this information is intended for parents to share with their child. There is nothing in this book an adolescent should not see.


The fourth purpose is to alert you to potential problems and tell you when you should be concerned and what you should do. Adolescence is not inevitably a bad time for families, but it is almost always a challenging one. There are many professionals trained to deal with the special medical and psychological needs of adolescents and their families. Help is available if and when you need it.


The Organization of This Book


The first section of the book, “The Basics,” deals with issues that come up throughout the adolescent period. I introduce the basic principles of effective parenting, discuss how you can improve the climate of communication and resolve conflicts to everyone’s benefit, talk about when and how to get professional help, and address the special concerns of working parents, divorced parents, and stepparents. My goal in this section is not to sell a philosophy of parenting but to report what psychologists have learned about adolescents and their families.


The main body of the book is organized chronologically into sections on preadolescence and early adolescence (ages 10 to 13 years), middle adolescence (14 to 18), and late adolescence and the transition to adulthood (19 to 25). The topics within each section are geared toward that particular stage of adolescence. For example, young adolescents are interested in learning about sex, but most teenagers do not begin having sexual intercourse until middle or late adolescence. For this reason, I discuss how to talk to your child about sex in the section on early adolescence but do not cover sexual decision-making, contraception, or pregnancy until middle adolescence. Similarly, under the topic of money management, I discuss earnings from after-school jobs in the section on middle adolescence, but how to help your young adult develop a budget in the section on late adolescence.


Parents should not take the boundaries between stages of adolescence too literally, however. Adolescents develop at different rates. Labeling ages 10 to 13 early adolescence, ages 14 to 18 middle adolescence, and ages 19 to 25 late adolescence is not a statement about what is normal or expected. (For purposes of this book, I will sometimes refer to people in their early 20s as “late adolescents.”) The correlation between chronological age and levels of development is much weaker in adolescence than in earlier stages. For example, I discuss puberty in the section on early adolescence because most teenagers begin developing sometime between the ages of 10 and 13. Others do not show signs of puberty until age 14 or 15, though. This does not mean the latter are “late developers” in the sense that a child who hasn’t begun talking by age 3½ is a late developer. Either pattern is normal. I discuss questions about cigarettes, alcohol, and marijuana in the section on early adolescence, and the use and abuse of these and harder drugs in middle adolescence. But in some communities, young people are exposed to illicit drugs and experiment with them at an early age. If this is the case in your community, or if you and the young adolescent simply want to know more, by all means skip ahead. (Cross-references in the text will tell you where the subject is continued.)


The book can be used either as an introduction and guide to adolescent development or as a reference book. I believe it will be most useful if you read through an entire section as your child enters this stage of development, to get a general sense of what to expect, then refer back to specific topics as questions arise. The index will guide you to specific information when you need it. If your child is already in middle adolescence, however, I recommend at least skimming the earlier chapters. Much of what is happening now builds on what went before. The same is true if it is late adolescence that you have questions about. Knowing what takes place in middle adolescence will help you better understand your 20-year-old.


It’s also important to understand psychological development in middle adulthood—the time of life when most parents have teenage children. The relationship you have with your adolescent is influenced by both of you.



Crossing Paths: When Adolescence Meets Midlife



Because most parents are in their late 20s or early 30s when their first child is born, the child’s entrance into adolescence often coincides with the parent’s transition into midlife. Many of the mixed emotions parents feel in response to their teenager’s growth toward independence result from, or at least are exacerbated by, the parent’s own struggles with middle age. It’s not a topic that has received a lot of attention, but there is good reason to believe that at least some of the difficulties parents have when their teenagers are children are as much attributable to what parents are going through as to what their child is going through.


The juxtaposition of adolescence and midlife is ironic—some might even say it’s downright perverse. Your son’s sense of limitless possibilities collides with the sinking feeling you harbor that your own life choices are now cast in concrete. You can’t help but notice the contrast between your daughter’s freedom and carefree lifestyle and the substantial personal and financial responsibilities you shoulder—not only as her father, but as a husband, employee, and adult son of aging parents with their own problems. The excitement your teenager exudes while getting ready for a night out with a new date is something your spouse hasn’t expressed toward you (or vice versa, for that matter) in a long, long time. You realize that when you walk down the street with your daughter, more men are looking at her than at you.


Not many adults experience a full-blown “midlife crisis,” in which they quit their job, leave their spouse, and drive off into the sunset in a sparkling new convertible. But the majority of parents do go through a period of heightened introspection and self-evaluation sometime during their 40s, just about the time when their first child is in the midst of adolescence. Grappling with the questions of midlife (“Am I really happy in this marriage?” “Did I choose the right career?” “What am I going to do with the rest of my life, now that my children no longer need me as much?” “What would my life have been like if only I had [fill in the blank]”) is hard enough; facing them while your teenager is just coming into maturity makes them that much more vexing.


Most parents are able to work through their midlife concerns successfully enough without them taking a toll on their relationship with their teenager. But some mothers and fathers find it difficult to enjoy their child’s adolescence while they themselves are struggling through middle age. Inside, they may feel jealous of their teenager’s youth, regretful of decisions made when they themselves were younger, abandoned by a child who no longer “needs” the same level of parental attention, or powerless in the face of the adolescent’s autonomy. Unconsciously, these parents may let their own internal struggles color their feelings about their child and tarnish their relationship with their adolescent. The jealous parent may be a spoilsport when she sees her teenager having too much fun (“I wish I had all the time in the world to spend hours on the phone with my friends”). The regretful parent may try to mold his adolescent into the person he wishes he had been (“It’s really a shame you decided not to go pre-med; I wish I had”). The recently divorced parent feels abandoned when her teenager decides to spend Friday night with her girlfriends instead of staying home (“But I was really looking forward to our movie night, sweetie”). The powerless stepparent cracks down irrationally (“I don’t care what you were allowed to do before; you are not allowed to have food in your bedroom”).


In one of my own studies of how adolescence affects parents’ well-being, more than one-third of parents reported increases in depression, self-doubt, and dissatisfaction with marriage, work, or life in general during their child’s early adolescent years. (The good news is that about one-fifth reported that their mental health improved.) If you feel that your own midlife struggles, by themselves or in combination with the challenges of raising a teenager, may be contributing to problems around your house or affecting your own mental health, here are some things to keep in mind:




• Make sure you have genuine and satisfying interests outside of being a parent. Most parents who cope well during midlife have a real zest for something in addition to being a parent. For some it is marriage, for others work, and for still others an outside hobby or interest. If you are fortunate enough to have a happy marriage, a satisfying career, or a stimulating hobby, do what you can to strengthen your commitment to it even further. If you are not so fortunate, take steps to establish a satisfying foothold outside of the parental role. Don’t fall for the fallacy that one has to choose between work and family. The happiest, most well-adjusted adults tend to have strong commitments to both.


• Don’t disengage from your child emotionally. Adults fare better in middle age when they have warm, involved, and emotionally close relationships with their children. Disengaging from your child will not protect you from the psychological effects of seeing your child mature. It will, however, jeopardize your child’s well-being, and this, in turn, will adversely affect your own. The healthiest children, and the healthiest parents, have a relationship that is authoritative—warm, firm, and communicative (see chapter 2).


• Try to adopt a positive outlook about what adolescence is and how your child is changing. If you approach your child’s adolescence as if it is a problem, you may well turn it into one, not only for your child, but for yourself as well. Instead of viewing your child as challenging your authority, remind yourself that raising a curious, assertive child is wonderful, not problematic. Instead of seeing your child’s emotional growth as the end of your relationship, try to envision how the relationship you have with your son or daughter can be strengthened by your child’s new maturity. Instead of viewing your child’s independence with fear and trepidation, try to reframe it as something that is not just inevitable but desirable. Don’t view your child’s striving for autonomy as a sign that he or she does not want to be emotionally close to you. Remember, adolescents learn healthy independence best in the context of a close parent-child relationship.


• Don’t take it personally. It’s normal for teenagers to question authority, expose adults’ hypocrisy, seek privacy, and crave independence. It’s not anything you’re doing that makes your child petrified about being seen with you in public. As irrational as it may seem, she doesn’t want the rest of the world to know that she is still someone’s child. When she rolls her eyes whenever you open your mouth in front of her friends, she’s not really criticizing you, although it may feel like it. Rather, she’s trying to distance herself from what you represent: a constant reminder that she was once someone’s baby.


• Don’t be afraid to discuss what you are feeling with your spouse or partner, your friends, or, if need be, a professional counselor. It’s normal for parents to occasionally feel angry, jealous, or resentful, even when logic says otherwise. All parents have ambivalent feelings about their children growing up. We simply haven’t been socialized to express these feelings—not to others, and not to ourselves. You may find comfort in venting some of what you are feeling, and solace in learning that you are not alone.







Chapter 2


The Basic Principles of Good Parenting


In this chapter I present a basic approach to parenting adolescents that is grounded in scientific research. It may surprise you to learn that there is a science of effective parenting, but, in fact, experts in child and adolescent development have been studying parenting for more than 75 years, and it is one of the most well-researched areas in the entire field of social science.


The study of parenting is an area of research in which the findings are remarkably consistent, and where the findings have remained remarkably consistent over time. It’s hard to think of many areas of research about which we can say that. Guidance about what we should eat, how frequently we should exercise, or how we should cope with stress changes constantly. New medical treatments are invented all the time. Today’s health advice contradicts what we heard just yesterday. But the scientific principles of good parenting have not changed one bit in close to 40 years. In fact, the scientific evidence linking certain basic principles of parenting to healthy adolescent development is so clear and so consistent that we can confidently say we know what works and what does not. If it seems that the advice given in popular books is inconsistent, it’s because few popular books are grounded in well-documented science.


One of the most encouraging findings from research on parenting teenagers is that the fundamentals of good parenting are the same regardless of whether your child is male or female, 11 or 21, an only child, a twin, or a child with multiple siblings. They are the same regardless of whether the primary parent is a mother, a father, or some other caregiver. The basic principles of good parenting have been corroborated in studies done in different parts of the world, with different ethnic and racial groups, in poor as well as in rich families, and in families with divorced, separated, and married parents. The same principles hold true whether you are a biological parent, an adoptive parent, or a foster parent. They apply to parents with average children and to those with children who have special needs. They even hold true for individuals who work with children, such as teachers, coaches, or mentors. The evidence is that strong.


What Makes a Good Parent?


Boiled down to its most simple description, the most effective parents are loving but also demanding. They are accepting, affectionate, and involved. They enjoy doing things with their child and take pride in her accomplishments. They believe that parents have an obligation to understand their child’s needs and feelings, treat the child’s interests and problems as meaningful, and show genuine concern. At the same time, they set well-defined limits. They hold their child to high standards, establish clear rules for behavior, and enforce these rules strictly and consistently. They are democratic in the sense that they solicit the child’s opinion on such matters as bedtime hours and family plans. Because they do not consider themselves infallible, they allow their child to voice disagreements and can be persuaded to reconsider. They value curiosity and self-direction, and they want their child to understand the reasons for their demands and restrictions. When the child misbehaves, they make every effort to explain why the behavior was inappropriate. When reasoning fails, however, they do not hesitate to assert their authority. Psychologists call these mothers and fathers authoritative parents.


Authoritative parents do not demand unquestioning obedience from their children, nor do they give their children free rein. Their rules are based on reasoning, and their limits built on love. This is in contrast to “permissive” or “indulgent” parents, who love their children dearly but have difficulty setting limits or imposing rules, and “authoritarian” or “autocratic” parents, who are controlling and in charge but discipline their children harshly and without sufficient affection or explanation.


How to Be an Authoritative Parent


Nobody is a perfect parent. The best of us have bad days. When parents are under stress, tired, or preoccupied, they often slip into domination (“Just do it because I say so”) or permissiveness (“Do whatever you want”). Moreover, some young people are easier to reason with than others. A bad day or a pressured decision will not have a profound effect on a child. What matters is the general pattern over time.


Good parenting takes time and energy, but it’s worth the effort. Parents who have always had a good relationship with their child have a head start on good relations with their adolescent. But all is not lost for parents whose style tends to be indulgent, dictatorial, or even neglectful. You can learn to be an authoritative parent, and your adolescent’s behavior will improve as a result. If you haven’t been authoritative up until now, it is still possible to change. And if you have been authoritative all along, continue that way throughout your child’s adolescence.


START WITH LOVE AND TRUST


It is impossible to “spoil” an adolescent with too much love and affection. Even more than younger children, adolescents need to know that you are there for them. Consciously or unconsciously, many teenagers worry about whether their parents will continue to love them when they are no longer little and cute. They demand freedom from parental control, yet fear their parents will abandon them (psychologically if not physically) as they become more grown-up. Parents may inadvertently feed these fears by talking about how adorable the adolescent was as a baby or how much fun they had when he was a small boy. Adolescents need to be reassured that nothing—neither their growing maturity, their moods, their misbehavior, nor your anger at something they have done—can shake your basic commitment to them.


There is a difference, though, between showing that you care and indulging the adolescent’s every wish. As long as you maintain your authority, you never have to fear being “too loving.” How can you remain close?




• Spend time together. Parents often misinterpret the adolescent’s heightened interest in friends as lack of interest in the family. They assume that a 14-year-old couldn’t care less about going bowling with Dad, shopping with Mom, or going on a family picnic. In fact, studies show that most teenagers would like to spend more, not less, time with their parents than they do now. Time together can mean going to a special event, sharing an activity you both enjoy, doing a job together, or just spending time at home, with no particular plans. (Watching TV side by side without interacting with each other doesn’t count.)


It’s important that when you spend time with your teenager, you are genuinely interested and involved in what the two of you are doing. Some parents are too “interruptible” when with their adolescent. They might begin a conversation or a game of cards, but then become distracted when the phone rings. Your teenager knows when you are just going through the motions or making conversation halfheartedly.


One problem faced by busy families is that it often is hard to coordinate schedules. You may think Saturday night is a perfect time for a family dinner out to catch up on the week’s events, but your teenager may have reserved Saturday night for socializing with his friends. Remember that if your teenager turns down your invitation to do something that he ordinarily enjoys, it is more likely due to bad timing than lack of interest on your adolescent’s part. In order to stay involved in your teenager’s life, you will need to spend at least some time together on the adolescent’s time.


• Spend time alone together. To get to know the teenager your child is becoming, or the young adult your adolescent is growing into, you also need to spend time with her individually, one-to-one. When you and your spouse are both present, the teenager tends to be ignored; when other children are around, they compete for your attention. Talk about the teenager’s interests and concerns. One thing almost all teenagers like to do is talk. If you show genuine interest in what is happening in your teenager’s life and what he thinks about issues and events, he is much more likely to open up. If you merely go through the motions—a routine “How was your day?” or “That’s very interesting” as you open the newspaper—he’ll know. Too often parent-teenager conversations focus on household chores, schedules, grooming, and other mundane subjects. “When are you going to clean your room?” “What time do you have to be at practice?” and “Stop picking at your face” are hardly conversation starters.


• Share your own feelings and concerns. One way to help your child become an adult is to let her into your world. This doesn’t mean that you and your adolescent should become “pals”; she still needs you as a parent. It’s not appropriate to dump all of your problems with your mother, your marriage, and your boss onto her lap. What it does mean is letting her see that you are a person with feelings, hopes, dreams, frustrations, and disappointments. Knowing that you are not always sure of yourself makes adulthood seem a less formidable goal.


• Trust your child. Many parents expect their child to act up in adolescence and their relationship to deteriorate. These parents are looking for trouble, and often find it. If you accuse your daughter of being promiscuous because she dates a lot, she may decide, Why not? If you constantly tell your son that his friends are a bunch of good-for-nothings who are going to get him into trouble, he’ll stop bringing friends home. Instead of suspecting the worst, assume the best. When something goes wrong, believe that your child had good intentions.


• Treat your child with respect. Most adults would not dream of belittling, humiliating, or bullying (verbally or physically) another adult. But many of the same adults think nothing of treating their adolescent child like a nonperson. Adolescents deserve the same civility their parents routinely extend to total strangers.


• Be supportive. When you’re struggling with adult-sized problems, it’s easy to see the teenager’s problems as trivial: “You don’t know what trouble is.” Don’t let hindsight make you insensitive. As an adult, you know that you’re not the smartest person in the world, but that you have other qualities (persistence, humor, imagination) that pull you through. You know that on occasion you’ve been positively rotten to a close friend, or he to you, but that the two of you worked it out. You enjoy the friends you have, and don’t worry about being popular. You don’t like getting bald, but you don’t fret about it day and night either. The teenager who just got a D on an algebra test after years of A’s in arithmetic, whose best friend won’t talk to him, or who is the last one of his friends who doesn’t shave doesn’t have your experience and sense of proportion. He may feel his problem is the end of the world. Let the adolescent know you understand how much it hurts.


• Use humor, but use it wisely. When timed correctly, humor can defuse a tense situation and open the door to a good heart-to-heart. But make sure that you use humor to help your teenager laugh at her own situation. Don’t use humor to make fun of the adolescent or her concerns. Few adolescents enjoy being teased when they are upset or bothered, even if the teasing is good-natured.


• Don’t be alienated by gender. When their child begins to look like a man or woman, parents tend to slip into sex stereotypes. Fathers often become distant with their adolescent daughters. They feel awkward about expressing affection to someone who is beginning to look sexy. They can’t imagine that their daughter still wants to throw around a football or go on a weekend fishing trip. Daughters feel hurt and rejected by their father’s withdrawal. Mothers often worry that they won’t have anything in common with their adolescent sons, and expect the father to take over for them. Gender shouldn’t determine how you relate to your child: She is still her father’s daughter, and he his mother’s son.





When parents back off because they think the adolescent doesn’t want or need their affection anymore, teenagers feel abandoned. When parents crack down because they expect adolescents to act up, teenagers feel abused. Trite as it may sound, love is the most important thing you can give your adolescent. But love alone is not enough.


SET CLEAR, REASONED LIMITS


The belief that adolescents rebel against any and all attempts to control them is a myth. In fact, the majority of adolescents feel that their parents are reasonable and patient with them most of the time. More than half admit, “When my parents are strict, I feel that they are right, even if I get angry.”


What causes adolescents to rebel is not the assertion of authority but the arbitrary use of power, with little explanation of the rules and no involvement in decision-making. “Do it because I say so” simply doesn’t work with adolescents. If you insist on laying down the law—no ifs, ands, or buts—the adolescent will continue to nag and whine (if you’re lucky) or go ahead and do what he wants to do behind your back (if you’re not).


When parents show respect for their teenager’s point of view, are willing to discuss rules and regulations, and explain why they have to insist on this or forbid that, the adolescent is much less likely to rebel. She may not always like your final decision. But if she sees that you have thought about her point of view and have good reasons for saying no, she will at least see you as fair. Studies show that young people whose parents are willing to engage in discussion with them are more affectionate and respectful, and more likely to say they want to be like their parents, than are young people whose parents insist on always being right. Research also shows that adolescents distinguish between parental rules that make sense (and are seen as legitimate) and those that are arbitrary (and are open to question).


Involving the adolescent in decisions doesn’t mean that you are giving up your authority. It means acknowledging that the teenager is growing up and has the right to participate in decisions that affect his or her life. Authoritative parents remain in control, but they also solicit—and genuinely consider—their child’s point of view.


WHERE TO DRAW THE LINE There are times, however, when you have to draw the line. Parents and adolescents should be clear about which family rules are negotiable and which are not.


Issues that relate to physical and emotional safety and to deeply held family values fall into the category of non-negotiable rules. These are areas in which parents should not—indeed, must not—allow adolescents to make decisions for themselves. Some examples are: “You’re not allowed to go to parties when there is no adult in the house”; “No riding in a car with a driver who is drinking”; and, if your family is religious, “You are expected to go to church [or temple].”


Adolescents may challenge these rules, but they are much more likely to comply with them if you limit non-negotiable rules to issues that really matter; you have solid, logical reasons for these rules and are willing to explain your reasons whenever you are asked; and you are willing to negotiate some of these rules, such as attending unchaperoned parties, as the adolescent becomes older and more mature.


WHEN TO BE FLEXIBLE Issues relating to household responsibilities and personal behavior should be worked out by adolescents and their parents together, taking into account the needs and desires of both. For example, how the adolescent keeps her room, how she dresses, what time she is expected home, when she does her homework, how much time she spends on the phone, and when she’ll be allowed to use the family car should be negotiable. None of these are matters of life and death. But unless you and the adolescent reach an understanding, you may find yourself constantly quarreling. (I discuss techniques for resolving conflicts in chapter 3.)


One mistake we all sometimes make is to confuse behavior with values. Suppose religion is important to your family: You are as concerned about your son’s spiritual development as you are about his physical well-being. When he complains about going to church with the family every Sunday, you get angry. His resistance feels like an attack on you. Your first reaction is “Going to church is not open for discussion.” He complies with your command but goes out of his way to let everyone see how uninterested he is in the service. If you take the time to discuss the issue with him, you may find he isn’t rejecting your values at all. The reason for his complaints may be that Sunday is the only day in the week when he can sleep late (he has to be at work at 8:30 on Saturday mornings), so that the problem can be mitigated or resolved by attending the 11 a.m. service. He may prefer to sit with his friends rather than with his family. (Aren’t you glad he has friends who belong to your church and whose families share your religious values?) Or he may want to attend another church that has a more active youth program or a special choir—that is, he wants to be more involved in religion, not less. Of course, he may be questioning the value of organized religion, in which case you might discuss this subject with him or ask him to speak with your minister. The minister might recommend that, for a time, your son substitute volunteer work in the church’s program for the homeless for church attendance. The point is that even non-negotiable rules can be open to discussion.


On one level, the goal of discussion and negotiation is to arrive at rules that you, the adolescent, and the rest of your family can live with. On another, the goal is to teach the adolescent responsibility for his own behavior and consideration for others.



BALANCE CONTROL WITH INDEPENDENCE



While it is not possible to give adolescents too much love and support, it is possible to be too controlling. Adolescents need freedom as well as direction. They want to experiment with new looks, try on new feelings, and practice being themselves, without your help.




• How much control is too much? Reflexively declaring “No!” every time your teenager asks for more autonomy, without taking time to find out what he really wants and why, invites rebellion. Control is overly restrictive when it does not take into account the adolescent’s age, needs, and capabilities. A 16-year-old should not be subject to the same parental controls as a 13-year-old, and a mature 13-year-old deserves more privileges than one who shows poor judgment and little self-control. When you insist on rules that were established years earlier, you are being unreasonable and arbitrary. Because the adolescent is constantly changing, your expectations have to be revised regularly.


• Grant freedom in stages. The ultimate goal of the parent-adolescent partnership is autonomy. But you wouldn’t hand your daughter the keys to the car on her 16th birthday and say “Bon voyage,” even if the state allowed this. Rather, you see that she takes driver’s ed, gets her learner’s permit, and practices driving with an adult. Even after she’s gotten her license, you wait to see how she handles short drives in the afternoon before you permit her to drive at night or take a long trip on superhighways. The same principle applies to other adult privileges. Autonomy should be granted gradually, in stages. With clothes, you might start by allowing children to choose which sneakers and what type of shirts they want to buy; progress to letting them make specific purchases by themselves but making sure they check with you before they remove the price tags; and end by giving them a clothes allowance to spend as they like. Your child should have a number of experiences being home alone in the afternoon before you dismiss babysitters at night.


• Tie privileges to responsibilities. Autonomy does not mean a free ride. Adolescents need to learn that privileges carry responsibilities. If your son wants to use the family car, you should expect him to refill the gas tank before he comes home and to check the oil and tires periodically. You might give him the keys on Saturday nights in exchange for his washing the car and helping to keep the garage in order. If your daughter wants to have some friends over when you’re going out, she should be responsible for enforcing family rules (no alcohol or drugs, no smoking, no crashers, no mess left for you to clean up).


• Stand back. When parents know that their adolescent is making a mistake, the temptation to intervene is strong. But unless health and safety are at stake, try to resist. Adolescents need to learn from their own mistakes. When you are tempted to take charge, ask yourself, “What would happen if I didn’t interfere?” Even if the consequences are serious (your son’s bike will be stolen if he keeps forgetting to lock it; your daughter will get a D if she turns in another paper late), allow them to happen. When you take charge, you are preventing your adolescent from developing and exercising a sense of personal responsibility.


Suppose your daughter is chronically late for school. You are tired of talking the bus driver into waiting day after day. You could drag her out of bed, march her to the breakfast table, and threaten to ground her all day Saturday if she’s late one more time. When you do ground her, she will be angry and resentful and look for a way to punish you back (like sulking all day or refusing to do chores). All she has learned is that you can make her weekend miserable. Instead, why not knock on her door at 7, give her a 15-minute warning, but let her be late and bear the consequences: no breakfast, walking to school, paying carfare out of her allowance, being shut out of her first class or kept after school. Let her pay the penalty, but don’t rub it in. Autonomy also means the right to make mistakes occasionally, without being humiliated and belittled by your parents (“Didn’t I tell you?”).


Over the course of adolescence, the situations in which you should stand back will increase, and those in which you must step in will decrease.





BE FIRM AND FAIR


Every adolescent breaks the rules on occasion. How should parents respond?




• Don’t overreact. You’ve turned out the lights and are heading upstairs to bed when your 16-year-old son stumbles in the door. It’s obvious he’s drunk. Your 12-year-old daughter is not allowed to have friends in the apartment when neither you nor your spouse is home. You leave work early one day and find her home alone with her friend Susan. Don’t explode. Wait to hear her side of the story. There may be a perfectly reasonable explanation: He didn’t know the punch was spiked. She and Susan are working on a joint school project and the library closed early. Unless the adolescent has a history of getting into trouble, presume innocence until you discover otherwise.


• Punishment is not the only answer. As one child put it, “A punishment is something a parent does to you. A consequence is something you do to yourself.” Punishment is one of the least effective means of getting an adolescent to cooperate.


Often the best course is to stand back and let adolescents suffer the natural consequences of their behavior (a hangover, a poor grade, or whatever the outcome may be).


Another alternative to punishment is simply to say, “I’m disappointed and don’t want this to happen again.” Adolescents who have good relationships with their parents want their approval and generally try to avoid letting them down. Suppose your daughter took some friends for a ride in the family car when she only had her learner’s permit. Telling her how you feel about what she did can be more effective than taking away her permit, postponing her driver’s test, or some other concrete punishment. I’m not suggesting that parents try to make the adolescent feel guilty: “I’ve always trusted you; how could you do something like this?” But express your displeasure with the act, not with the adolescent as a person: “I’m very angry that you drove before you had your license; it was a foolish, dangerous thing to do.”


A third alternative to imposing a punishment is to ask the adolescent what he thinks the consequences of his misbehavior should be. The morning after your son comes home drunk, have a talk about drinking in moderation. If he agrees that he will not drink, yet two weeks later comes home drunk again, point out that he has broken your agreement and ask him what he thinks would be a fair consequence. Parents who use this approach often find that adolescents impose stiffer penalties on themselves than their parents would. You might be thinking of grounding him for a week; he may propose that he not be allowed to go to parties for the next month. The severity of the penalty is not as significant as the fact that he imposes it on himself. When parents unilaterally decide on a penalty, the adolescent’s contrition will be mixed with resentment. When adolescents decide on their own penalty, they can’t cry “unfair.” Make sure, however, that whatever you agree upon is enforceable. Grounding your teenager for two months, even if suggested by the adolescent himself, will be difficult, if not impossible, to enforce.


• Take action when you must. When the adolescent’s misbehavior is habitual or dangerous, however, you should take action. Discuss with the adolescent the reasons why you can’t permit this behavior and try to work out an agreement. If you can’t agree, let your child know in advance what the penalty for breaking the rules will be.


The penalty should fit the crime. If the adolescent stays out beyond	curfew again, she will be grounded; if she refuses to follow rules about car safety, she won’t be allowed to use the car; if she uses money in ways you have forbidden (going to a dance club you have declared off-limits), you will cut back her allowance; if she repeatedly fails to do her household chores, you will give her additional chores; and so on.


Save stiff penalties for major violations. When you bring out the heavy artillery for such minor infractions as forgetting to mow the lawn, you lose credibility. The penalty for drinking and driving should be much more severe than that for staying out beyond curfew, the penalty for coming in late more painful than that for failing to clean up a bedroom. Working out a schedule of punishments in advance encourages teenagers to think about the seriousness of different acts.


• Never use physical punishment, no matter what the teenager has done. Study after study has shown that violence begets violence. Smacking your daughter in the face or hurling your son against the wall isn’t discipline, it’s child abuse, even if the adolescent is as big as you are, or bigger. Physical punishment not only is wrong, it’s counterproductive. Research shows that beatings do not stop undesirable behavior; on the contrary, they promote adolescent rebellion and aggression. Verbal abuse—calling adolescents names, denouncing them as no good—has similar effects. Parents who resort to these tactics are not helping, they are contributing to the problem.


Postpone discussions when you or the adolescent are angry. When emotions are boiling over, someone is bound to get hurt, psychologically if not physically. Let the adolescent know how you feel (“I’m too angry to talk right now”), but put off discussion and decisions until both of you have calmed down. If you lose control once, don’t try to justify your behavior but apologize: “I never should have hit you; it was wrong; I’m sorry; it will never happen again.” If you or your adolescent regularly lose control, your family needs professional help. (See chapter 3.)


• Be consistent. This means:


- Consistent in enforcement. Don’t enforce a rule one time but let it slide the next time because you’re tired or you want to avoid a confrontation. When you’re not consistent, the adolescent will see any discipline as arbitrary.


- Consistent with your spouse. If you and your partner have a serious disagreement about what you should expect from the adolescent, work out your differences in private and present a united front to the child. (It’s okay to air minor differences of opinion, as long as your teenager sees that reasonable people can disagree and still respect each other.) But don’t let the adolescent play one of you against the other.


- Consistent with your values and beliefs. If you stress the importance of honesty, don’t blow up when your son is being honest and tells you that he cut school for three days in a row. Sit down and talk about why he cut school and what the two of you can do to solve the problem. (If he cuts school and doesn’t tell you—you get a call from the school—that’s another matter.)


- Consistent in the face of pressure from your child. All adolescents test the limits on occasion. They may complain that everybody else’s parents are more liberal, accuse you of picking on them, and whine and sulk when you don’t give in. Sometimes parents do give in because, consciously or unconsciously, they are afraid their adolescent won’t like them if they stick to their principles. But what adolescents don’t like is the arbitrary use of power. Don’t be afraid to be unpopular for a day or two.





ACCEPT YOUR ADOLESCENT AS AN INDIVIDUAL


Adolescents are as individually variable as any other age group. Parents who accept stereotypes about teenagers and apply them to their own child, regardless of that child’s particular needs and capabilities, end up behaving in stereotypical ways themselves. One common pattern is for parents who have had an easygoing relationship with their child to suddenly, without provocation, clamp down when the child becomes an adolescent. Why? Because they expect adolescence to be trouble. Not surprisingly, the adolescent sees this change in the parents’ behavior as unfair. The parents’ hypervigilance has the opposite effect of what they intended: The adolescent rebels, and the parents’ assumption that all teenagers are rebellious is confirmed.


This vicious cycle can be avoided if you:




• Treat your child as your child, not as a stereotypical adolescent. The 13-year-old who is grinding out her own version of an MTV video in front of her mirror is the same person who tore her clothes and skinned her knees practicing stunts on her bike five years ago. Puberty may contribute to occasional moodiness, but it doesn’t cause changes in personality. If your daughter was a show-off in elementary school, she will be a show-off in high school, though in different ways. If she pushed herself too hard as a child, she will probably do the same as an adolescent. If she was timid and needed a lot of support and encouragement at 8, she will still need support at 18. If she was gregarious as a child, she will be outgoing as an adolescent. There may be temporary disruptions as the adolescent adjusts to new situations—junior high, dating, and the like. But her basic orientation toward people and new experiences will not change very much.


If you and your child have learned to adapt to one another’s personalities in childhood, you will probably work well together in adolescence. If your child was difficult during the elementary school years, your problems won’t go away during adolescence, and may get worse. Most of the teenagers who fit the stereotype of a “rebel without a cause” did not become that way at puberty; they were difficult all along.


• Treat your child as a person, not as a member of one or the other gender. Many parents today want their children to escape the sex stereotypes of the past: They encourage boys to be sensitive and artistic and girls to excel in math and competitive sports. When their children become adolescents, however, parents’ neutrality fades. Shared household tasks are now assigned according to gender: “Young men” aren’t expected to help set and clear the table, and “young ladies” are excused from sweaty, dirty yard work and car repairs. The message? Males can expect to be waited on; girls should expect to be provided for. If the adolescent is a boy, parents tend to become more permissive; if the adolescent is a girl, they tend to become more controlling. This is unfair to both sexes.


• Remind yourself that most of your teenager’s choices are not lifelong commitments. Few adolescents marry their high school sweethearts, follow the career paths they map out for themselves at the age of 13, or remain lifelong friends with their ninth-grade pals. As long as the mistakes he makes aren’t genuinely dangerous or irrevocable in their consequences, let him make them. He’ll learn more about life that way.


• Let your child be the teenager he or she wants to be, not the adolescent you were or wish you had been. Parents see their children as extensions of themselves, at all ages. But the tendency to live vicariously through your offspring is heightened in adolescence. One reason is that it is easier for adults to remember their own adolescence (“When I was your age . . .”); another is that parents tend to see the choices the adolescent makes now as irrevocable (“If you don’t get into the orchestra now, you’ll never become a musician”).





Another reason is that adults may be going through their own identity crisis as they move into and through midlife, just at the time their child is a teenager, and this may prompt them to try to resolve their own concerns through their adolescent’s experiences (see chapter 1). A father who never made it as an athlete may push his son into sports to make up for his own shortcomings; a mother who was painfully shy as a teenager insists that her daughter be the life of the party.


Looking back as parents, it is easy to see how we could have made better choices, seized more opportunities, taken better care of our bodies, and put our heart in the right place. We are nostalgic, not so much for the adolescence we experienced, but for how we would relive our youth with what we know now. It’s tempting to see your child’s adolescence as your second chance. But it’s unfair to expect an adolescent to behave as you would, given your experience and maturity.




• Adolescents have the right to be themselves. The fact that you were the belle of the ball, the captain of the lacrosse team, the president of your senior class, Phi Beta Kappa, or a political activist doesn’t mean that your teenager will be or should be the same. Likewise, the fact that you were a wallflower, uncoordinated, and a C student shouldn’t mean that you push your child to be everything you were not. Teenagers need to develop their own strengths and pursue their own interests. If you and your adolescent share a passion for baseball or Bach, so much the better. If your teenager finds baseball a drag and Bach a bore, don’t take this as a rejection of who you are.


• Let your child be him- or herself, not a copy of (or compensation for) an older brother or sister. It’s unrealistic to expect Michael to follow in Matt’s footsteps, or Emily to make up for all of Jessica’s faults. When adolescents feel they are constantly being compared to someone else (a sibling, the teenager across the street, the way you were, an ideal, a stereotype), their self-confidence drops. Whether the comparisons are negative (“Why can’t you be more like Sarah?”) or positive (“If I had had your talent . . .”), the underlying message is that the adolescent is loved for measuring up to some arbitrary standard, not for being him- or herself.





And If Your Own Adolescence Isn’t a Model to Emulate


Many parents who were a little wild as teenagers find themselves perplexed when their own children reach adolescence. Although they may have lived proudly by the credo “Sex, drugs, and rock ’n’ roll,” they don’t want their children to follow in their footsteps. It’s especially hard on parents who, for whatever reason, have been open with their child about their checkered past. Suppose your child asks, “If it [sex, drugs, drinking, etc.] was okay for you then, why isn’t it okay for me now?” How should a former wild child respond? Here are some things to keep in mind.




• Adolescents need authority figures, not only to challenge, but to turn to. You may remember the fights you had with your parents about your hair, your curfew, and your friends. You may not remember the feeling of security you enjoyed, deep down inside, from knowing that you had parents who had values and beliefs that they were willing to stand for, and children that they loved enough to argue with about them. You may still think of yourself as a rebellious or carefree teenager at heart, but your child needs to look to you as a parent. Play the part.


• Just because you did it when you were young doesn’t make it right. Perhaps you were lucky enough to avoid a horrible car accident, an unwanted pregnancy, or an arrest for drug possession. Now you know better. That’s what parents are for.


• There is a difference between understanding risky behavior and endorsing it. Don’t overreact when you learn that your child has experimented in the same ways that you did when you were her age. But don’t encourage or condone things that you know are bad for your child’s health and well-being because you want to appear cool or tolerant, or because you are in the throes of a midlife crisis. Be reasonable, but, above all, be a parent.


• The risks are greater today than they were when you were a teenager. You may find it difficult to hear yourself say such a thing (“I promised I wouldn’t talk to my kids the way my parents talked to me”), but it’s true. AIDS wasn’t around 30 years ago. Recreational drugs were not as strong as the ones available today. Neighborhoods, schools, and communities often were safer. Although it’s wrong to let these dangers turn you into an overly controlling tyrant, excessive permissiveness or laissez-faire parenting won’t provide your child with the structure and guidance he needs in today’s world.







Chapter 3


Family Communication and Problem-Solving


Few parents are totally prepared for the onset of adolescence. The idea that your child doesn’t want you to have all the answers anymore can be hard to accept. You understand that she doesn’t need you to run her life or solve her problems, but you worry that she will make the wrong decisions, get mixed up with the wrong people, and throw her youth and talent away. Quarrels about family rules, household chores, personal habits, friends (yours and hers), the telephone, the TV, money, and a host of other large and small issues are all but inevitable. At times you will get on each other’s nerves. Even an “easy” teenager will sometimes do things that seem foolish, thoughtless, and hurtful.


You can’t avoid disagreements, but you can prevent them from damaging your relationship with the adolescent. Everyday hassles become major problems when family members talk at one another instead of communicating with one another, avoid or escalate conflict instead of working out constructive ways of resolving disagreements, and fail to get professional help when they need it. In this chapter I introduce techniques for improving communication and resolving conflict and tell you how to get professional help if the need arises.


Communication


All of us know instinctively that communication is an essential part of a healthy relationship. In our business and social lives, we try to be careful about what we say and how we say it. Within our families, however, we sometimes forget.


OBSTACLES TO COMMUNICATION


The first step toward establishing good communication within the family is reducing negatives. Without realizing it, parents sometimes speak to adolescents in ways that are all but guaranteed to cut off communication. In his classic book People Skills, Robert Bolton calls these roadblocks. Some of the most common roadblocks to communication are:




• Criticism and ridicule. Negative evaluations of the listener are communicationkillers. Labeling (“You jerk,” “When are you going to stop being such a whiner?” “Just like a teenager”), personal attacks (“The trouble with you is you’re lazy,” “You look ridiculous”), sarcasm (“That’s a great [meaning terrible] idea,” “Thanks a lot [for nothing]”), and put-downs (“When I want your opinion, I’ll ask for it,” “You’re acting like a child”) all fall into this category. Parents sometimes feel that if they do not criticize their child, their child will never learn. Criticism doesn’t make people want to change; it makes them defensive.


• Giving too many orders or too much advice. Commands (“Do it now!” “Turn that off !” “How many times have I told you not to do that?”), threats (“Do it now, or else!” “Don’t make me lose my temper,” “Wait till your father hears about this!”), and sermons (statements that begin with “You should” or “You should not”) are obvious turn-offs, especially to adolescents who are struggling for autonomy. So is unsolicited advice. When you tell adolescents, “If I were you, I’d do X, Y, or Z” or “What you should do is . . . ,” you are communicating that they aren’t capable of solving their own problems.


• Treating the adolescent’s problems lightly. When parents attempt to reassure the adolescent (“Cheer up, things will look better tomorrow,” “Don’t worry, I’m sure it will all work out for the best”) or to divert him (“There’s no point dwelling on it,” “You think you have it tough? When I was your age . . .”), they may have the best of intentions, but the underlying message is that the adolescent’s worries are trivial.





Instead of promoting communication, put-downs, orders, and blithe reassurance trigger defensiveness, resistance, and resentment, and they undermine self-esteem. A good rule is to avoid saying things to your adolescent that you would not say to another adult.



SAYING WHAT YOU MEAN


It is surprising how often parents don’t speak their minds. Especially when they are frustrated or angry, parents tend to read meaning into the adolescent’s behavior rather than simply saying how they feel.


Saying how you feel (“I get frustrated/angry/upset when . . .”) is much more effective with adolescents than shaming and blaming (“You never think of anyone but yourself”). The first statement gives the adolescent the option of changing her behavior so that you won’t feel that way again. Because you aren’t imposing a solution, the adolescent is less likely to feel that going along with you is giving in. She can change her behavior without losing face. The second statement, in contrast, backs her into a corner where she has only two choices: knuckling under or fighting back. Saying how you feel also closes off rebuttals. The adolescent can argue with a statement about her motives and intentions: “I do care what you and Dad think.” But you are the expert on your feelings: She may think your reaction is crazy or illogical, but she cannot deny what you are feeling.


Psychologists call these I-messages and you-messages. I-messages are nonjudgmental statements of how we feel about a particular action or situation. You-messages are evaluations of the other person’s motives, attitudes, or character.


There is a simple formula for I-messages: When you _____ [describe the behavior nonjudgmentally], I feel _____ [disclose your feelings], because _____ [clarify the effect of this behavior on your life].


In describing the behavior that bothers you, try to be specific: “When you leave your clothes on the floor” rather than a fuzzy “When your room is a total mess.” Be objective and avoid character attacks (“You’re a slob”) and generalizations (“You always/constantly/never”). Be brief. If you say to your son, “I feel angry when you get so wrapped up in a football game that you forget about the family and come home late and all dirty,” it’s hard for him to know what is making you angry. Are you saying that you don’t want him to play football or that you don’t want him to care so much about sports? That you don’t want him to spend so much time with his friends or that you want the family to be more involved in the games? (What does “remember your family” mean?) That you object to his being late? Or that you wish he’d clean up before he comes to the table (which would make him later)? You’re much more likely to get your message across if you stick to one issue at a time. With practice, you should be able to fit an I-message into one sentence.




I-MESSAGES VS. YOU-MESSAGES


Situation: The teenager talks on the phone for an hour.


You-message: “You never think of anyone but yourself.”


I-message: “When you stay on the phone for an hour [behavior], I feel frustrated [feeling], because nobody else can get through [effect].”


Situation: The teenager makes a snack in the afternoon and does not clean up afterward.


You-message: “You never do anything around the house.”


I-message: “When you don’t clean up the kitchen after a snack [behavior], I get annoyed [feeling], because it makes extra work for me [effect].”


Situation: The teenager comes home an hour after curfew.


You-message: “You are trying to make me angry.”


I-message: “When you don’t come home by curfew [behavior], I get upset [feeling], because I lose sleep worrying that you might have had an accident [effect].”





In disclosing your feelings, try to use a word that accurately reflects your inner experience. Angry is stronger than annoyed; upset is different from frustrated; worried and afraid carry different messages. Parents tend to overuse angry. When the adolescent forgets to tell you that he is spending the night with a friend, your first reaction is likely to be fear. When your fear is relieved, you get angry because he caused you such a fright. The adolescent is more likely to see your point of view when you are able to communicate your first reaction: “I feel frightened when I don’t know where you are.”


In describing effects, be as concrete as you can. Focus on the way the adolescent’s behavior cost you money, damaged your possessions, wasted your time, caused you extra work, or interfered with your activities. Adolescents are much more likely to change their behavior if they can see that something they did interfered with your legitimate rights.


Using a formula to communicate with your child might seem awkward at first. Indeed, the adolescent may well pick up on what you are doing and ask you to stop “talking like a psychologist.” But if you persist, saying what you mean will become more and more natural. Understanding in your family will increase, and fewer little issues will escalate into major battles.


ACTIVE LISTENING


Getting your message across is only one side of communication; the other side is listening. Adolescents sometimes say words to the effect that “My friends listen to me, but my parents only hear me talk.” Often they are right. Familiarity breeds inattention. Typically, family members are so convinced they know what another family member is going to say that they don’t bother to listen. They finish the speaker’s sentences, give an answer before they’ve heard the question, or just tune out. Sometimes they appear to be listening but actually are paying attention to something else (the television, the car in front of yours, the ball game). Other times they may hear what the person is saying but pay little attention to what the person is feeling. Listening is not a passive process but an active one. How can parents be better listeners with their adolescents?




• Pay attention. You can’t really listen to the adolescent if you’re cooking dinner, flipping through the newspaper, or washing the car at the same time. Genuine listening requires stopping other activities, tuning out other thoughts, giving the speaker your full attention, and showing that you are interested. Put the paper down, lean forward, establish eye contact, and use nods and brief phrases (“Mmm-hmmm,” “Really?” “Then what happened?” “I see,” “I hear you,” “Oh, how awful!”) to let the adolescent know you are with him. If you can’t really listen now, suggest another time when you can: “I want to hear about it, but I’m in a rush. Can we talk after dinner?”


• Listen with your eyes and your ears. Words tell only half the story. To learn how the adolescent feels about what he is saying and what he is letting slip between the lines, you have to pay attention to body language. The adolescent may say he doesn’t care, but his downcast eyes and slumped posture tell you otherwise. When you get different messages from his words and his body language, believe the body language.


• Don’t interrupt with questions and comments. Like adults, adolescents need to sound off. When they are angry or upset, they don’t want advice, they want understanding. Don’t jump in when you think you get the gist of what your child is saying. Let her speak her piece. When she pauses, let her know you are still there, but try to hold your tongue. Most of us are uncomfortable with silence; we feel a compulsive need to keep the conversation going. But attentive silence allows the speaker to collect her thoughts. It can nudge the adolescent to go deeper into herself and follow up her expression of what she thinks she should feel with what she really feels.


• Don’t react defensively if your teenager says something critical about you. We all find it hard to keep our mouth shut when we are being criticized—whether or not the criticism is justified. If your adolescent is criticizing you or your behavior toward him, listen attentively before responding.


• Rephrase the adolescent’s comments in your own words. Your first response to your adolescent should be to briefly rephrase what he said in your own words. “It sounds like you’re not sure whether to try out for the play.” “You’re angry at Sam because he left you out.” “So now you’re confused.” Psychologists call this reflective listening. Rephrasing the adolescent’s message serves three purposes: It allows you to check on whether you understand your child correctly; it tells him that you are paying attention and trying to understand; and it allows him to “rehear” what he has communicated.





The goal of active listening is to understand another person’s point of view, to see things through that person’s eyes, to walk a mile in his shoes, and to share his feelings. This doesn’t mean that you and your adolescent will always agree. You won’t. But when family members stop assuming and start listening, the climate for communication in your home will improve.


“BUT MY TEENAGER WON’T TALK TO ME”


One common complaint among parents is that their child stops talking to them during adolescence. Adolescents do have a greater need for privacy than small children do. Having thoughts and feelings of their own is part of becoming independent. There are times when they don’t want to talk about it because they want to work it out for themselves, whatever “it” may be. But other times the adolescent’s silence is a sign that the wires of communication in your family are somehow crossed. What can you do?


Listen to what you say and how you say it. Your adolescent comes home from school looking blue. How do you respond? Are you critical (“What did you do this time?”)? Do you offer empty reassurances (“This time next week you won’t even remember what happened today”)? Are you too quick to give advice (“Moping around won’t help; why don’t you go for a run?”)? All of these responses close the door to communication. They make it sound as if you think you have all the answers without knowing the questions.


You can open the door by commenting on the adolescent’s body language (“Looks like you had a bad day” or “Your face is beaming”) and inviting her to tell you more (“Want to talk about it?” “I’d like to hear about it,” or “What’s on your mind?”). Use eye contact and an involved posture to show that you are interested, and silence to give her time to decide whether she wants to talk or not. If she seems to be hesitant—doesn’t speak up, but doesn’t leave the room either—let her know you understand her ambivalence: “It must be pretty hard to talk about.” If her response to your invitation of “Feel like talking?” is “Not really,” don’t push (“You know you can always talk to me,” “It’s better to get it off your chest,” and the like). The adolescent has a right to keep her thoughts and her problems to herself. Compelling her to talk is an invasion of privacy, a denial of her individuality and separateness. Let her know you’re there if she wants you. If you are just beginning to work on communication skills, it will take some time to build mutual trust.


In some families, the problem is not that family members don’t trust one another to listen, but that they are all so busy there is hardly ever time for a good heart-to-heart talk. If this is the case in your family, you need to create times when you are available. Breakfast if you are all early risers, the dinner hour for issues that concern the whole family, and bedtime are obvious choices. The fact that your adolescent is growing up doesn’t mean he won’t appreciate your stopping by his room to see how things are going before lights-out. But be sure to knock first.


Resolving Conflicts


Conflict is part of life. It’s impossible for people to live or work together without ever experiencing differences in values, opinions, desires, needs, and habits. Everyone is aware of the negative aspects of conflict, but we tend to forget the positive ones. Conflict prods us into expressing, rather than suppressing, our feelings. It shocks us out of our passivity, forcing us to think about what we have taken for granted, to change our customary ways of doing things, and to invent solutions to our problems. To go through life avoiding conflict is to confine oneself to superficial relationships and stagnation. Conflict is, in Robert Bolton’s words, “a dangerous opportunity.”


Conflict occurs when:




• One family member feels that others are threatening his or her values, perceptions, lifestyle, sense of fairness, or “territory.”


• Family members agree on the final goal but disagree on how to get there.


• There is not enough of something to go around. The “something” may be tangible (money, space, access to the computer) or intangible (time, attention, affection).


• Communication among family members has broken down.





For one or more of these reasons, you have reached an impasse. Unless you get beyond that impasse, hostility and resentment are likely to build, and nitpicking, teasing, criticism, yelling, avoidance of one another, and stony silences will increase.


Conflict can improve and invigorate family relationships by helping family members to understand one another better and to be more tolerant of their individual differences, leading them to clarify issues and ideas in a way that clears the air, and forcing them to redefine their goals or set new goals that are more satisfactory to everyone. When conflicts are resolved in a positive way, everyone wins.


Conflict harms family relationships when it takes the form of personality attacks and power struggles. Negative conflict leads to resentment and hostility; causes confusion, insecurity, and diminished self-esteem; and makes productive, rational discussion of issues and behavior in the future difficult, if not impossible. When family members are at war, nobody wins. Your goal as a parent should be to resolve conflicts in a positive way, not to avoid or control them. Before you reject as wishful thinking the idea that conflicts can be useful, read what psychologists have learned from studying conflict in all kinds of settings, including families.


NO-WIN SOLUTIONS


The most common ways parents attempt to resolve conflicts with their adolescents are cracking down, giving in, avoiding the problem, and compromise. Although each of these strategies has its uses, each also has drawbacks. There is an alternative: collaboration, which I will discuss shortly. First let’s look at the others.


One way to end an argument with an adolescent is to crack down. Like a military officer pulling rank, parents lay down the law. When parents refuse to consider the adolescent’s needs and desires and/or refuse to let her participate in the decision-making process, she is not going to be highly motivated to make the solution work. To the contrary, domination fosters resentment. It should be used only in emergencies, when quick, decisive action is vital (and when parents do know best).


A second way to end conflict is to give in to the adolescent’s wishes. Giving in or accommodation is appropriate when parents realize that the adolescent was right and they were wrong: It shows the adolescent that they are willing to listen and to learn, and that they are reasonable. Accommodation is also appropriate when the issue is trivial to the parents but not to the adolescent (for example, how your son dresses for a party with his friends). But it shouldn’t become a habit. As one psychologist noted, “If you want to hate your child, just let him win all the time. That’s a sure formula.”


Avoidance is also common: Parents do everything they can to escape a confrontation with the adolescent. When a problem comes up, they change the subject, suggest the family member is making mountains out of molehills, or simply withdraw. Avoidance is useful when the issue is trivial (the adolescent forgot a minor chore), when parties to a conflict are under too much stress to deal with the issue now (the adolescent has an exam the next day), or when they simply need time to cool down. But avoidance doesn’t heal wounds; it allows them to fester.


The fourth strategy is compromise: Parents and the adolescent meet each other halfway. Most of us were taught that compromise is the best solution to conflict. This is only partly true. Compromise is useful when the issue is not worth much time and effort (where to eat dinner tonight). It’s also useful when time pressures force a quick solution (for example, when you’re expecting a long-distance call, the adolescent needs to call a friend, and you compromise by limiting his call to five minutes). But compromise is not a lasting solution to serious differences. Neither party’s needs are fully met: Both settle for less than they want.


The problem with all these responses is that they don’t resolve the conflict. The issue is left up in the air, and needs and feelings are pushed under the rug. Moreover, with each of these strategies somebody loses. With cracking down, it’s the adolescent; with giving in, it’s the parent; with avoidance, it’s both. Although compromise is preferable to the other three, both parties give up something. There is an alternative to these no-win approaches.


COLLABORATIVE PROBLEM-SOLVING


The goal of collaborative problem-solving is to find a win-win solution that satisfies everyone. This approach takes more time and energy than the others I have described. It requires the unhappy family members to confront one another, which isn’t always pleasant. But in most cases it minimizes hostility and hurt feelings and maximizes the chances that you will truly resolve the issue.


There are six basic steps to collaborative problem-solving. Again, using a formula may seem awkward at first, but after you’ve done it several times it will begin to seem more natural. This approach works best if you choose a time and place when both you and the adolescent will not be distracted, limit the discussion to a specific issue, and secure in advance the adolescent’s agreement to try to work out a solution.




• Step 1: Establish ground rules. The ground rules for conflict resolution are essentially the rules of a fair fight. Each party agrees to treat the other party with respect—no name-calling, sarcasm, or put-downs—and to listen to the other person’s point of view. Parents can set the stage by stating at the beginning their desire to be fair. Let’s use the most frequent cause of conflict between parents and adolescents, the state of the adolescent’s room.







Mother: Hannah, we’re arguing a lot about your room. I’d like to sit down and see if we can come up with a solution that both of us consider fair. Is this a good time to talk?


Hannah: Yeah, I guess so.


Mother: I want you to understand how I feel about this, but I also want to understand how you feel.


Hannah: Sure you do.


Mother: No sarcasm, okay? We’re trying to solve this together.


Hannah: Okay.







• Step 2: Reach mutual understanding. The next step is to take turns being understood. This means that each of you will have the opportunity to say what you think the real problem is and how you feel about it. It’s important that you get it off your chest. But it’s also important to avoid loaded words and phrases, accusations, and evaluations, and to focus on the issue, not on personalities. Each of you also has the right to be understood. This is where reflective listening comes in. When you’ve described the problem as you see it, let the adolescent speak her piece. Then rephrase the adolescent’s point of view and ask her to restate yours, so that you are sure you understand one another.
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