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Living With Your Teen: Understanding
the Changing Parent-Teen Relationship

Disagr eements between parentsand teensare normal

Many parentsare overwhelmed by theresponsi bilitiesthat accompany child-rearing. Often, parentsbelievethey
aloneareresponsiblefor how their children turn out. Many parentsbelievethat if they don’t do theright things,
their childrenwon’t become well-adjusted adults.

Thismisconception may causethe normal strugglesthat occur
between parents and teensto take on exaggerated importance.
Parents need to understand that although they arevery
importantintheir child'slife, other influencesasoare
important. Peers, teachers, counselorsand popular public
figuresa soinfluencethe devel oping teenager.

Theteen’sgrowth toward independence becomesanissue
when viewed by teensor parentsasastrugglefor control.
For many parents, the method used to ensure that achild will
grow up “right” isto maintain control over many aspectsof
thechild'slife.

Such parentsmay choosetheir children’s clothes, friends, hobbiesand courses of study. Asthe children grow
older, they begintoredlizethey can never grow into adultswithout assuming control of their own lives.
Therefore, they begintofight for control. They arguewiththeir parents, defy them and demand control, which
can lead to ongoing family struggles. For these children, the road to adulthood isdifficult because both parents
and childrenrisk losing the closenessthey once enjoyed. Both parentsand teenscan feel regjected and hurt by
the behaviorsthat threaten their rel ationships. Parents al so are concerned about their children’sability to carefor
themselvesand make good decisions.

To some parents, defiant behavior isproof they must havefailed as parents. The struggleisdoubly stressful
when each person cares so deeply about the other.

It isnot just ateenage problem

Many professionalswho work with parents and teensbelievethat parents’ own issuesalso contributeto the
problemswith teens. Often, the parents of teensare middle-aged. They may experienceunrest, discontent,
change and sdlf-eval uation during middle adulthood.



During thistime, many adultsask themselveswhat they havedonesofar intheir livesand what they want to do
inthefuture. Some adults may be depressed because they haven't achieved their own gods. Othersmay be
anxiousbecausethey don’t know what they will do after their children have grown and left home.

Inthese situations, arebellious adolescent may add to aparent’ sfeelingsof uncertainty about himself or herself.
Problemswith achild may beviewed asanother indication of fallureintheadult’slife. Asonefather put it, the
parent-teenage rel ationship comes* at themost inconvenient time.”

For some middle-aged parents, thefact their children will soon be adults may be an unpleasant reminder that
they, too, areaging. These middle-aged parentsmay try to keep their children dependent, despitethefact that
their children are getting older and moreindependent.

Failureto live up to parental expectations

Frequently, teenscomplain that they can’t fulfill their parents' expectations. Many parentshave selected a
certain career, acertain dresscode, or aspecial collegefor their child. Thefarmer whoseteen wantsto bea
physician and not take over thefarm, or thelawyer whose teen hopesto be acarpenter instead of joining the
firm, may be disappointed or angry becausetheir childrenfailed tolive up to their expectations.

Teenshaveto decidetolead their ownlives. Accepting the decisionstheir teens make, however, can be
extremdly trying for parents. Parentswho regject their adolescentswhen they fail to meet their expectationsmight
dienatethelr teen.

I mproving the parent-teen relationship

How can youimproveyour relationship with your teen?First, it hel psif you recognize that teenagers must
becomeindependent in order to become adults, just asthey had tolearn to walk and talk to grow frominfancy
to childhood.

Thefirst toddling stepsaway from aparent and thefirst“No, | won't!” arethe beginningsof growth toward
independence, atask of every child. Thetask can be completed only when the child learnsto function
independently from hisor her parents. If becoming independent isthetask of children, then thetask of parents
must beto help their children reach independence by alowing themtowalk (andfall), totalk (and make
mistakes), and to dowly take control of their ownlives.

Takealook at your roleinyour relationship with your teenager. You may want to consider counselingto help
you see how you may be contributing to anegative situation. You may need tolearn waysto copewith your life,
rather than allowing questionsabout your lifeto get mixed up with your adolescent’sstrugglefor independence.

It'scommon for the changing parent-child relationship to cause problemsinfamilies. It ishel pful when parents
are ableto accept changes and support their teenstowardsindependence.
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