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“Do not go the way fear bids you to go.”

Jalal ad-Din ar-Rumi, Persian poet


DEDICATION


From its inception, this book has been dedicated to my mother, Sarah Sasson—enigmatic, impish, resolute.

Too soon afterward, the dedication would be to her memory.

How I cherished her. How I miss her.
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INTRODUCTION

There are teenagers who, as expected during their adolescence, push the envelope with their parents and cause their fair share of family strain and exasperation. They insist on more independence than they can handle, test limits, and mess up. But in the end, no one is too worse off for the wear. The kid launches satisfactorily into young adulthood, and the parents breathe a sigh of relief.

Then there are other teenagers. These kids push the envelope and don’t stop pushing until their parents throw up their hands. They assume privileges and dispensations. They feel entitled to burden family members with their demands or chronic irritability or bad tempers. They wreak havoc with family life and never hold themselves accountable for the trail of weariness, frustration, worry, or sadness left in the wake of their behaviors. They are not well equipped for young adulthood and launch into it poorly. They often become more dependent on their parents to function than they can stand to acknowledge and direct their self-contempt toward their parents.

This book was written for the parents of that second type of teenager. These are the parents who come into my psychology practice wondering how they can help their child become a more responsible, thoughtful, likeable person. They feel bullied by their teenager’s rationalizations and manipulated by their moodiness or the omnipresent threat of emotional rages. They know their kids are smart, but they see them making poor choices. They know they are unhappy, but they don’t understand why. They know their kids need help, but they don’t know how to help them. They cannot easily influence, affect, or persuade their son or daughter, and, rightfully, this frightens them.

I wrote Stop Negotiating with Your Teen from more than fifteen years of experience working as a psychologist with all types of children and adolescents and their families. It reflects my belief that good parenting is not about power and control, but about dignity and connection. Parents need to be asking more from their children and teenagers in terms of participating as family and community members, but they also need to be emotionally accessible, warm, forgiving, and forthright with their children. This book teaches parents how to balance the tenuous scales of limit-setting and flexibility, candor and discretion, and compassion and accountability. It also teaches parents how to stand firm in the face of their teenager’s persuasions, arguments, or tantrums and hold them accountable for their choices in spite of the teen’s attempts to view his or her problems as somebody else’s fault.

Practical, contemporary, and filled with colorful examples from my practice, Stop Negotiating with Your Teen is designed to help parents find ways to reassert their authority within the household without becoming authoritarian and regain—or develop for the first time—the ability to positively influence their teenage children through words and actions that don’t beseech, condemn, or implore, but rather assert, engage, and inspire.

Janet Sasson Edgette

Chester Springs, Pennsylvania

December 2001
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Regaining Influence over the Difficult Teenage Child
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HOW TEENAGERS NEUTRALIZE THEIR PARENTS’ AUTHORITY

Sixteen-year-old Julie has been holding her parents hostage for months with her sullen silence, withdrawal, and sarcastic outbursts. Fearful of “making things worse” or of “upsetting Julie even more,” Marie and Nathan have become nearly paralyzed with self-consciousness in their efforts to manage and talk to her—their own daughter!

“If we try to ask her what’s wrong, she snaps our heads off or storms up to her room. If we try and just make easy conversation, like ‘How’s school?’ she looks at us as if we’re idiots. And forget it if we try to tell her what to do or what time to be home! She’ll start screaming that we don’t trust her and that we’re the cause of all her problems. And she won’t even tell us what those problems are. She seems so miserable. All we want to do is help….”

Day after day in contemporary America, this is a common scenario. A teenager wrestles silently with anger, depression, or some other problem while her parents, alienated and bewildered, try to intervene. They speak and behave so carefully, not intending to offend their child, but their careful approach only further fuels the teenager’s disdain. So the cycle begins again: The parents try harder to make contact, and the teen pulls farther away.

Marie and Nathan are two of countless devoted, well-meaning parents similarly surprised to find themselves working so hard to make emotional contact with their enigmatic adolescent while simultaneously trying to avoid conflict in the process. These parents mince words, beat around the bush, tolerate discourtesies, make excuses, allow themselves to be ignored, and otherwise neglect to hold their teen accountable for his or her choices, attitudes, or behaviors, which in anyone’s book would be considered inappropriate, inconsiderate, or even rude. In some families, the situation has deteriorated to a point that the parents find themselves inactivated or nearly silenced by the threat of their teenager’s moodiness, tantrums, argumentativeness, or violence. Parents don’t want the hassle; aren’t sure what to say anymore; have come to doubt themselves; or are maybe just too tired, too frustrated, or too overwhelmed. They know they should act, but they choose not to. Many never come to realize that the periodic conflicts and drawn-out silent wars averted by their leniencies create a bigger problem by indulging the teenager. In the end, everybody loses.

Responsibility for this unfortunate situation must be shared among the adolescents themselves, their parents, their educators, society, and the media. Typical adolescent defiance finds a perfect foil in the libertarian nature of our society and its institutions of family and education. Parents want to raise self-confident, independent children who can identify and ask for what they want, but they often fall prey to their teen’s demands for a voice, rights, and freedom of choice by not balancing these freedoms with accountability. More and more, educators are urged by their administrations to accommodate to the student who won’t learn, as opposed to the one who can’t. These educators are forced to tolerate disdain from someone thirty years their junior who knows that Mom or Dad will protect him from his forgetfulness and impudence. The media reports countless tragedies of violence in terms of perpetrators’ actions, never remarking on or analyzing these actions as choices, underscoring a perception of blamelessness. Moreover, American society historically has tended to indulge the concept of adolescence by romanticizing misadventures and improprieties as “stuff teenagers do.” As a consequence, millions of teenagers have adopted attitudes of entitlement, manifesting in a generation of kids, many of whom largely expect to be able to do and speak as they please.

Perhaps nowhere are the consequences of this seen more poignantly than in the home. Irresolute parents and self-entitled teenagers stop talking with one another in genuine, authentic ways, and conversations become increasingly superficial, censored, and devoid of emotions. Relationships grow distant or, worse, estranged.

I hear parents say, “I love my child, but I’m not enjoying him very much right now.” They are saddened and frustrated by the remote quality of their relationships with their teenage sons and daughters but have resigned themselves to not interacting with their kids as long as it keeps the peace. I explain that overlooking or trying to tiptoe around problems in the relationship or in the teenager’s behavior in the hope of avoiding escalating the tension is a mistake. In fact, the more tentative parents become around their teenagers, and the more they try to gain a connection through soliciting their humor or approval, the worse the relationship and the teenager’s behavior become. When parents abdicate authority and power, rather than making the teenager more receptive to the parent’s preferences, the teen feels even more out of control and angry. The parents, then, feel increasingly ineffectual and helpless. The teen and the parents scurry back to their private, silent corners, and the problems are never addressed.

THAT’S what happened in Noah’s family. Noah ruled the roost at home with his surly temperament and mean, vocal outbursts. He procrastinated impossibly about house chores and ignored his curfew.

“Noah, you need to clean up after your lunch.”

“I’m too tired to do it now. I’ll do it later.”

“Noah, ‘later’ never seems to happen,” says Dad.

“I’m too tired!” came Noah’s reply. “I said I’ll do it later. I have to go upstairs anyway and call someone.”

“Noah,” Dad says weakly, as his son skips up the stairs to his room and telephone, “I really need you to be more responsible around here….”

“Oh, just let it go, Carl,” sighs Grace, Noah’s mom. “I really want to have a peaceful afternoon, and with Mom and Pop coming over later, well, you know what it will be like if he’s angry and everything. He’ll make all of us miserable. It’s just not worth it.”

Noah’s parents felt obligated to tolerate their son’s moodiness to save their day from misery, so they decided to let this incident slide. It seemed innocuous, after all—just a couple of lunch dishes. It wasn’t worth the price of a pleasant afternoon.

Here is where Noah’s parents (and many other parents) make a seemingly small allowance that has enormous repercussions. By their not insisting Noah do his chores, he was learning that he didn’t need to take his parents’ requests seriously. He had discovered that he could decide when he would abide their requests and fulfill his responsibilities and when he wouldn’t. This was a lesson with pervasive ramifications, because you can be sure that Noah’s casual dismissal of his parents wasn’t going to stop with the dishes. If Noah’s parents allowed this to continue it would spread to everything—his handling of other chores around the house, his homework, his level of engagement with the family, and his attitudes toward family members. It would be carried over to his handling of responsibilities and relationships outside the home as well. Noah needed his parents to be as firm about the dishes, or, more correctly, about his dismissive attitude toward their multiple requests to do the dishes, as they might have been about other matters that could be considered “more important”—school assignments, rules about driving, or protocols for having friends over.

The most important thing that Noah’s parents could teach him in this situation was an understanding that his treating the relationship between himself and his parents as if it was one among peers was inappropriate and unacceptable. Noah’s grasping this would serve as a foundation for his future relations with other adults such as teachers, coaches, supervisors, officials, and employers. In addition, it would foster a self-respect that comes from comfortably accepting a junior status without feeling as if it’s an affront to one’s dignity or autonomy.

“Well, at least he’s not on drugs or something,” is a popular excuse made by parents wanting to circumvent skirmishes over “little things.” Drugs certainly are worse than a sinkful of crusty dishes, but the issue of respecting one’s self and those with whom you live, work, and play are as relevant in one situation as they are in any other. Eventually, the issue becomes not whether or not the dishes are getting done or how many friends are too many to have over without a parent around, but a question of What is my kid learning about being a responsible member of society and about living flexibly and respectfully with other people?

Noah’s parents chose to let the matter of the dishes slide because they wanted to “protect” the afternoon visit by Noah’s grandparents. In doing so, they missed an opportunity to address a more pressing issue—Noah’s belief, apparent in how he spoke to his parents, that he was entitled to make his own, unilateral decisions regarding house rules. Parents often fail to recognize the underpinnings of the interactions with their children, instead addressing the more obvious behavioral infraction: “Put the dishes away now!” rather than, “You speak to your mom and I as if we were your roommates, all keeping house together. We’re not, so start washing.”

Meta-Communication

This is the “meta”-communication, a commentary about the way something is expressed or experienced—in this case, Noah’s behavior and manner of speaking to his parents—rather than about the result of an act or content of a remark. Meta-communication allows parents to get beyond the trappings of many arguments that, on the surface, appear to be about taking out the trash, or getting good enough grades, or acting appropriately at the breakfast table, and into the real issues (typically, entitlement or lack of awareness and respect) that keep the spurious bickering alive and kicking.

Take, for instance, Kate, who marches angrily around the house demanding a less restrictive curfew. Her insistence that she wouldn’t be so morose and sarcastic if only her parents would let her stay out later with her friends, and her parents’ responding as though the issue was literally about curfews, robs all of them of the opportunity to address Kate’s assumption that it is okay to express displeasure by imposing it on those believed to be responsible, rather than finding more mature and direct ways to deal with the problem.

While Noah’s parents worry that Noah might respond to firm limit-setting by starting his engines for a verbal row, they need to learn to press on in spite of the unpleasant short-term consequences for the sake of bringing about enduring change in the way their son handles frustration. If Noah is still ranting and raving when Grandmom and Grandpop come to visit, he will be asked to excuse himself and have his fit elsewhere. If he speaks rudely, he will be asked to apologize, and if he refuses to do this, he will be informed of which privilege he has just lost. If he is sullen and pouty, he will be ignored. If Noah’s parents let their son’s reaction to being held accountable for his earlier decisions about the dishes play havoc with the afternoon visit, it would be an enormous mistake and serve to transfer power to Noah. He alone is responsible for his reactions and will come to acknowledge that (which he already knows is true but pretends not to) only when the adults around him stop talking to him as if he needs to be convinced.

In such a situation, Carl and Grace could say to their son, “It’s unfortunate that you drew such a line in the sand about the dishes, but we’re not going to back down just because we don’t want Grandmom and Grandpop to see you huffing and puffing around. Decide how you want to handle it.” When an adolescent’s outbursts begin to disturb his own mood or his own plans more than those of his parents, he will curtail them.

If Grandmom and Grandpop were to challenge Noah’s parents and try to hold them responsible for their “poor grandson’s” mood, Carl and Grace would need to explain Noah’s mood in light of what had happened and in light of the changes in their parenting style. They would also need to ask directly for the grandparents’ support. Noah’s parents could explain that, while in the past they might have tried to appease Noah’s anger, they’ve come to realize that his temper has been too indulged, and he has grown too self-centered. In addition, they might go on to describe Noah’s dramatics as an expectable, but hopefully short-lived, attempt to convince the powers that be to return to the old ways. The onus would then be on Grandmom and Grandpop to respect Noah’s parents’ wishes and management approach.

NO one means to raise a child who acts irresponsibly or ungraciously. And when that child’s unbecoming manner becomes apparent, no one is more surprised than his or her parents. Fortunately, the problem is usually remediable. However, it requires that the parents do things in a very different fashion from the way they have been doing them. It is often difficult and frustrating to change, especially for people whose relations are characterized by denial or an avoidance of conflict. Moreover, parents usually assume that it’s the kid who is going to have to make changes, not them. Parents are surprised, sometimes dismayed, to discover that it is only when they change their parenting techniques that the child or adolescent begins to relate, behave, react, handle, or think about things differently.

A Different Approach to Parenting

Some children are more challenging than others to raise, and some parents are more easily intimidated by their child’s emotional reactiveness and overly defensive postures than are others. However, the parents who have the least trouble getting their kids to appreciate the values they are trying to impart:


•  are confident in their parenting without being authoritarian or severe;

•  are clear and consistent in their expectations;

•  always treat their children with respect, no matter how angry, disappointed, or frustrated they are; and

•  remain verbally and physically demonstrative and affectionate throughout the child’s adolescence.



They maintain:


•  a sense of humor;

•  an emotional accessibility; and

•  a balanced perspective, allowing them to accurately designate one problem as important and another as unimportant.



Moreover, they:


•  stand their ground on the points that matter; and

•  never patronize, demean, or punish unfairly.



These attributes are immeasurably helpful in the face of a teenager who uses contempt, sarcasm, and/or withdrawal in an attempt to get a parent to back down, let up, drop, or otherwise abandon a perfectly good position or standard. The child who uses his heightened emotional reactivity as a way to intimidate a parent rather than to connect and get support is a tougher child to raise. The parents who try to solve this problem by becoming less insistent, thinking that by using a softer approach they’ll avoid the quarrels and alienation that threaten amiable family life, are often terribly disappointed to find that the tactic doesn’t work. Primarily, it doesn’t work because no one can resolve differences by avoiding them. Facing them head-on, however, doesn’t mean the parents have signed on to living in a war zone. By being sensitive to the aspect of an adolescent’s complaint or concern that is legitimate, and by letting the adolescent know that they remain committed to her welfare and to working things out, moms and dads can usually retain the goodwill of even the most cantankerous and resistant of kids. Extending the olive branch is an entirely different animal from relaxing one’s standards, and it’s only when parents blur the two, or have trouble being simultaneously forgiving and firm, that efforts to be sensitive and flexible can slip into being too passive or too indulgent.

Walking on Eggshells with Emotionally Reactive Teenagers Doesn’t Work


[image: ]  Getting parents to back off is exactly what the overly emotional or dramatic adolescent is trying to do in order to escape accountability for her mood, attitude, or behavior.



One of the first steps in establishing a kind but authoritative power within the home is the parents’ recognition that their feelings of acute self-consciousness, self-doubt, or intimidation may be a result of their adolescent’s attempts to disarm them. Parents who don’t see
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