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For Charlotte




‘Only connect … Live in fragments no longer.’

E.M. Forster, Howards End
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INTRODUCTION

We live in a time of huge worry about our teenagers and their mental health – from fears of a phone-obsessed adolescence to concerns about an offline world of bullying and drugs. But what if we parents don’t need to be so fearful? What if our teenagers are a gift we can all learn from?

You may be reading this and thinking, She’s mad! Teenagers a gift? More like a nightmare! Moody. Snappy. Communicating via the occasional WhatsApp from a darkened room. Indeed when I told a friend about the putative title of this book, he joked that it must be a slim volume.

It’s true that in general the lot of the teenage parent is a sorry one: right now parents are generally less happy than non-parents, something known as the ‘parental unhappiness gap’. In this, Britain comes a close second to the USA.1 More colloquially, there’s talk of the ‘motherhood penalty’, and even the view that parental stress is a public health issue.2 Society has made parenting harder by forcing people to work longer hours for shrinking pay and raising the costs of getting any help. And grandparents are often too frail to help by the time their children become parents. It’s tough out there. I get it.

But stay with me. I really believe that raising my own five children in an anxious age has led to several gifts, the first being some psychological growth of my own (and I hope that doesn’t sound smug: I’ve plenty more to learn and there are plenty of other ways to learn apart from being a parent of teenagers). And maybe parenting your teenagers can contribute to your growth, too.

Raising resilient teenagers begins with becoming a more resilient – and better informed – parent and person, someone who has learned to manage their own emotions and thinking patterns, become aware of their parenting style, and understood the world teenagers are growing up in. Counterintuitively, the fact that this period can be so painful – and shepherding my own five children through adolescence has been among the most agonizing things I’ve done – is exactly why we are forced to grow in new and deep ways.

If we nurture our own psychological health, we can be examples to our teenagers, who can learn from us. Calm parents; calmer teenagers. (And when I say parents, my thoughts are also addressed to grandparents, step-parents, godparents, teachers and healthcare professionals: anyone who wants to help young people.) Thus armed, we can engage with our adolescents better and discover how their brains work (short answer: not always like ours!).

Which brings me to the second gift that teenagers can deliver to us parents: the chance to connect with them as burgeoning adults. We can establish a new relationship with them, a blessing that can last a lifetime.

In my own life, raising teenagers taught me to accept a different role for myself as a mother. I realized that my children no longer needed me in the same way as when they were small – to make them their favourite spaghetti Bolognese (not so secret ingredient: a splosh of red wine) or drop them off at school. More independence for children (a good thing) can make us parents feel redundant (not such a good thing).

I found peace in thinking about these changes as a chance to develop a fresh bond. As our children become young adults, the space for a new kind of relationship with them emerges. It is based on love for, and connection with, them as individuals with their own lives. The people who they truly are rather than the people we want them to be. The relationship might not have the same dependency as a parent has with young children, who are continually under their wing, but that does not mean the relationship must be less intimate.

The Lebanese-American poet Khalil Gibran put it thus in his poem On Children:

Your children are not your children.

They are the sons and daughters of Life’s longing for itself.

They come through you but not from you,

And though they are with you yet they belong not to you.

You may give them your love but not your thoughts,

For they have their own thoughts.3

No one was more surprised than me that raising teenagers could lead to this new and fulfilling relationship. I began my time as a parent of adolescents consumed by worry. For a start, the world in which teenagers find their identity has always been different from the world in which their parents grew up, but those differences are stark right now. Anyone over fifty has lived at least half their life without the internet, and particularly without social media or streaming services: a different experience from that of our teenagers. Even teenagers’ understanding and means of coping with mental health problems may be different. We may feel in touch with them, but our outlook is from a different era – the Cretaceous, or possibly the Jurassic. The generations don’t see eye to eye on sexuality, gender, class, climate change or race. The attitudes that informed so much of our own upbringing are gone. We need to move on, and I worried I might not be able to do so.

I also had personal reasons to be especially concerned that any teenager of mine might succumb to mental health problems as it was something I had experienced myself, albeit as a young adult. I had been a highly anxious teenager and succumbed to two serious depressive episodes as a young mother.

There were so many worries, both in the world and inside my head, that at first I found it tricky to stop being the ‘anxious mother’ looking at my offspring with pitying eyes. Would something awful happen to one of my teenagers, especially as I had an unusually large family of five, upping my chances that at least one of them would fall into difficulties? Might they become excessively anxious themselves?

Indeed, in some ways it’s easier to be someone who worries. There’s a widespread view that worrying about our children’s welfare is a good thing, and the more we worry, the better parents we must be. At least if we’re worrying, we’re doing something. I know I’ve done this countless times myself, bonding with other parents about quite how concerned I am about my child and the difficulties young people today face (like the horrors of social media, or the turbulent world in which they are growing up). And the thing is, all these concerns are valid. Plenty of teenagers do find life challenging, social media is concerning, and there’s succour to be had swapping notes with other parents.

But I can’t be the only parent who knows that sometimes a kind of competitive, performative worrying creeps in. The Anxious Generation, which is the title of Jonathan Haidt’s recent book on adolescent mental health, is arguably as much a description of us parents as our offspring. There is a risk, as parents, of over-projecting our worries and, in doing so, losing a sense of perspective.

I knew I had to stop being so stressed. Worrying about my teenagers wasn’t good for me, and certainly stopped me being able to appreciate the good times. Nor, crucially, was it good for them. When we are concerned about someone, the underlying assumption is that there is something wrong with that person. We are saying, without perhaps realizing it, ‘You are vulnerable and unable to look after yourself on your own.’ Moreover, we’re saying that we, the caring, loving parent, are going to fix it. We are indirectly taking responsibility for someone else’s behaviour and trying to control it. But no-one likes to be thought a victim. And no-one likes to be controlled by someone else. Instead of trying to control or fix our teenagers, we can stand alongside them as they work out who they want to be, and indeed as we do the same for ourselves. The more we are able to show up honestly as we are, the more they are able to be who they are.

And the calmer we are, I’ve found, the more we have to offer to others, our teenagers included. If we worry, they will worry in turn. Instead, we can model what a more accepting and compassionate person looks like and share ways we have found to be less stressed. This approach invites teenagers in turn to find their own contentment.

Here at least I have some advantage. I’m interested in mental health, and consider myself an ambassador into that world, someone who has written a book or two on the subject and has links with charities, academics and experts in the field, and a person who can report on sensible ways to worry less about teenagers, and connect with them more. I feel I can share useful strategies I’ve learned with my adolescents and perhaps help others do the same.

This book reflects my recent finds. I’ve spent the best part of five years visiting schools, talking to adolescents, their teachers and parents, and to lots of experts ending with ‘ist’ – psychologists, therapists, neuroscientists and psychiatrists. I have three boys and two girls. Our eldest son is now 30; our second son is 28; our elder daughter is 25; and the youngest two are twins, a boy and a girl, now 21. However, this book was largely written when they were younger and I was in the thick of raising adolescents. It’s important to acknowledge that my experience will be different from yours: there are millions of teenagers and parents out there, navigating complicated lives in their own brave and brilliant ways.

I’ve concentrated on the phase experts called ‘middle adolescence’ – between the ages of 14 and 18. Of course this is a rough guide as children develop at different rates. This is the time when most dramas arise, when teenagers are struggling to find their own identity, when problems such as bullying, relationship and friendship traumas, drug-taking and exam pressure are at their height, and it can be challenging to see them as positive years. Yes, there are thousands of smaller hills to climb, which are stressful and demanding at other times, but the giant peaks, as it were, mostly happen in this middle period rather than in early adolescence (between 9 and 13) or in later adolescence (between 19 and 25). I’ve concentrated mainly on what Freud called ‘ordinary human unhappiness’ rather than mental health problems.

The need for us parents to be calm through this bumpy period explains much of the structure of this book. If our teenagers are to be a gift to us, then we need to dial down the worry and instead increase our ability to be close to them and understand their lives and the different challenges they are facing. Which is why so much of this book is about connection – connecting to ourselves, connecting to our teenagers, and connecting to their world.

In Part One, I look at how our own relationships with ourselves and others may affect our parenting, as well as how our brains work and the stresses in our lives. This is about self-care and self-reflection. I hope this may help you work through some of your own emotional blocks and childhood problems to avoid unintentionally passing down less helpful relationship patterns. This section is about realizing too that no child needs an ideal parent. They just need someone who is decent, willing to accept that they sometimes get things wrong, usually well-intentioned, sometimes grumpy but basically reasonable – a good enough father or mother.

In Part Two I turn to how we relate to our teenagers. Part of worrying less and enjoying a deeper connection with adolescents is to understand and know more about what’s happening to them in greater depth – how their brains work and develop; how things shift over the course of their adolescence; the different preoccupations that come at different ages and how we may support them through all these changes and teach them to stand firm, to deal with their own feelings and develop their own resilience; and how we can let go ourselves.

To understand their reality still further, Part Three is about a teenager’s relationship with themselves and their body: how they may feel about their appearance, gender and sexuality, all of which can be subject to dramatic change through adolescence. 

I then turn to their outer world in Part Four, their significant relationships with others, including their siblings, friends and other adults. I cover some of the challenges they may face in such relationships, whether that’s dealing with bullies or facing loss and break-ups.

And in Part Five, I turn to the environment in which they are growing up, one that can feel pressurized, unsafe and full of challenges, from the digital world to the appeal of drink and drugs and a widespread view that why bother when the world is on fire? All these were new areas of experience and understanding for me that came with being a mother of teenagers, something for which I became grateful as my horizons widened.

Finally, in Part Six, I move my focus from everyday problems we can face as parents to what our relationship with mental health professionals might be if expert help is sought. When a child faces a mental health problem, it can be difficult to imagine that anything good can come of this painful experience. But even in the darkest of times, our teenagers can be our teachers and guides to our own journey of self-discovery and self-reflection. There can be rubies among the rubble.

Throughout the book, I offer ideas on how we, as parents, might support our offspring in all these spheres of their lives. Support is the key word here. We might imagine that they are pieces of clay we can mould through hard work and put ourselves in a position in which we are deciding what is right and wrong for another individual. A power struggle is almost inevitable and is something we’d do better to avoid. The more we try to force someone to do something they don’t want to do, the more likely they are to resist and for tempers to flare. We as parents are likely to come out of an argument more bruised, as we are older, more tired, and generally have less energy. Even if we temporarily win a power struggle, we will never be able to impose our will indefinitely. It’s about collaboration and support rather than always asserting our authority, about respecting their reality rather than imagining that we know what they feel and must fix all their problems. Our reward will be a relationship in which we can both be ourselves.

No parent can ever not worry at all, and I’ve had plenty of heart-stopping moments myself on what has been inevitably a choppy ride. But my aim – through the building of increased understanding, closer connections and better relationships – is to help you bring your parental anxiety levels down from, say, an eight or nine out of ten to a more manageable three or four, and take your enjoyment levels up to an eight or nine, to the point where you can see this period as one that contains blessings as well as bruisings. Ultimately, my aim is to help you appreciate your children’s teenage years, the people they are becoming, the life lessons they teach you, and yes, on occasion to tell them what’s what as the adult in the room.

I like to think of this period as a rich tapestry with dark and light threads interwoven. Yes, there are fears, sometimes huge ones, and it won’t always be fun. But even on the darkest days there are flashes of light, just as our most joyful experiences have moments of sadness. There’s laughter as addictive as the finest dark chocolate, and all-you-can-eat hugs as well as heartbreak. We can find beauty, warmth, love and learning through the difficulties, and grow as a result – both as individuals, and as those who enjoy new and nourishing relationships with our soon-to-be adults. Gifts indeed.

Blink, and this phase of your life is over. One minute they’re all pigtails and muddy knees, the next they’re using your razor in the shower and telling you about things of which you know nothing but find riveting. By some mysterious alchemy, they are no longer children but companions. Here’s to enjoying all that they give us.
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PART ONE

CONNECTING WITH YOURSELF




1

YOUR RELATIONSHIP WITH YOURSELF AND YOUR PARTNER OR CO-PARENT

Before we begin to think about your relationship with your teenager, let’s start with you. You might find this a bit bewildering. Why doesn’t this book jump straight into the topic of teenagers themselves? Most parents are just muddling through, dealing with crises as they arise, chatting with friends if trouble crops up, and making it up as they go along. And I was like that too. But because of my own history of mental health problems, I became more introspective, considering my own psychological wellbeing as well as that of my children.

And I came to this conclusion: for all of us, our main relationship is with ourselves. We spend more time with our own thoughts, feelings and choices than with anyone else’s. We are capable of self-criticism, self-destruction and self-contempt. We’re also the person we’ve had the longest relationship with – 59 years in my case. It follows that in our efforts to enjoy and connect with our teenagers, we need first to enjoy and connect with ourselves.

I’ve been interested in mental health ever since I experienced severe depression in my thirties when my oldest children were still toddlers. However, my interest was turbocharged when I became a mother of teenagers. I was hungry for new ways of learning to get along with – and, indeed, liking – myself, so I could stay steady in the face of the inevitable dramas and criticism I would face bringing up adolescents. This was my teenagers’ gift to me: they made it essential that I did some work on myself as the best way to enjoy the roller-coaster years of their adolescence. But this work was for their sake too. One of the biggest predictors of good outcomes for teenagers is their parents’ wellbeing, studies show. And these links run in both directions – parents are more likely to see their mental health deteriorate when they have a child with an emotional disorder.1

Well, you might be thinking, all well for you, but who has time to care for themselves and make themselves strong in preparation for understanding and being there for their teenagers? I hope that I can persuade you that it will be time well spent, for both of you.

It’s amazing how much time it took me to realize that my own mental health was worthy of attention. Now, finally, I can say I have needs of my own. Even now I find it hard to write that sentence. Try saying it out loud. See if it is difficult for you to do so, too. The reason is not just that it sounds like a unappetizing catchphrase from a therapist’s couch, but because it comes across as selfish. A good parent is often seen as one who is endlessly self-sacrificing. I beg to disagree.

We all have needs. Looking after yourself without being annihilated by the demands of your children is a starting point for being an effective parent (though of course not the only one). Parenting can at times feel like a long and gruelling grind. To give just one example, the average parent spends 52 hours a month driving their teenager around, according to a 2023 survey of 1,700 British parents.2 If we are to stay the course, everyone benefits if we are as strong and balanced as possible.

Try to see the challenging period of being a parent of teenagers as the reason to prioritize this work. This is hard to do, as our culture makes us believe that if we aren’t punishing ourselves for something, we risk being egotistic. The word self-care has a negative charge, with its whiff of all those other bad ‘self’ terms, like self-pity, self-serving, self-indulgent and selfish. Perhaps think instead of self-respect. We wouldn’t deny that to anyone else. Nor would most of us deny that we are better able to look after others if we care for ourselves. Self-care, I’ve learned, is childcare and is not a selfish but a selfless act.

You might even find you enjoy being curious about the relationship you have with yourself. Where does it come from? How were you yourself brought up? Rethinking some of your assumptions and imagining how you might view things in a different way sounds as if it might be a struggle, and in some ways it is. But it also might be exciting to feel you can change your story; that you have agency over who you are – and the kind of parent you want to be.

I understand. For years I didn’t find the time for myself, and ill health was the result. I’m urging you to find the time for yourself, somehow. Here’s why.

COMING FIRST

The first reason why self-care is important is that our health may suffer if we fail to prioritize ourselves. We need not feel guilty about taking time away from our teenagers – by looking after ourselves and taking responsibility for ourselves we are being good role models for them.

I am an example of what can happen if we fail to look after ourselves. I crashed and burned, trying to be all things to all people, but was not there for myself when I became depressed in my thirties. At the time, I was juggling motherhood with my work in the newsroom at The Times, trying to keep all the balls in the air while at the same time feeling anxious that I couldn’t, that I was failing at everything. The last person I was looking out for was me. In the end my body took over. I fell prey to debilitating anxiety-driven depression, and two severe depressive episodes followed.

For several years I was no good to anyone: we cannot pour from an empty cup. Sacrificing ourselves on the altar of parenthood in the end can prove self-defeating. We can’t look after anyone else if the stuffing is knocked out of us.

Your teenager is going to be okay without you for a bit. The idea of ‘parenting’ as an active verb means that practically all of us feel guilty for not spending enough time with our adolescents, especially if we are single parents. But our teenagers can enjoy relationships with other adults, something we can encourage and a topic I will look at in more detail later. We are not necessarily better parents for spending more time with our adolescents. They may well not want to spend that much time with us anyway! The quality of our interactions with our children at this stage matters more than the quantity.

While it can be hard to imagine ourselves as examples for our teenagers, especially if we ourselves suffer from low self-esteem at times, we can teach them more by how we behave than by what we say. For years I didn’t feel that I was any kind of example to follow, given my own mental health problems. But even if we find life difficult, we can be influential mentors by showing our teenagers the importance of getting help. They know that it is okay not to be okay at times.

Teenagers may also benefit from seeing that we believe it is important to have time for ourselves. They too need to learn to prioritize their psychological wellbeing. By taking care of our own needs – by exercising, seeing a counsellor, making space for a friend, or whatever keeps us steady – we are setting an example for them. In my own case, it was a big first step when I took up boxing at the weekend, about five years ago. At first that felt outrageous! Surely weekends are for family time? To be there for my teenagers? But the Sundays I put on my gloves were the days I felt my best. I would return from a class in the park with a different kind of energy. I felt physically stronger, and psychologically different too. What had been difficult exchanges with my teenagers before I went out now seemed more effortless. Tricky topics lost their charge. I was sending two messages: first, that they too could have time out for themselves, and second, they might feel more balanced if they did so.

None of us is the perfect example of a supportive, mentally well-adjusted person. Who can say they always manage their own emotions, deal with their negative thoughts, bounce back from setbacks, remain present and focused when engaging with their children, and always take exercise and eat healthily? But our children can learn from that as well. It might sound counterintuitive but the only way to help our teenagers feel a sense of unconditional confidence is to accept that it is alright to make mistakes. We are not aiming to show them our perfect selves.

Instead, we can be examples of human plasticity – we are still learning and growing. Our children can watch us changing the relationship we have with ourselves, becoming kinder or less judgemental, and learning to cope with our own complicated feelings. The late psychologist Julius Segal coined the term ‘charismatic adult’ for someone from whom a child or adolescent gathers strength.3 That adult can be you. You can still be charismatic while at times feeling anything but charming, which is a useful lesson for your teenagers.

I hope I have persuaded you of the need to look after yourself and your own mental health, and don’t worry – later I have some ideas about how to do so. Think of this as relationship No.1. A second important relationship you need to look after is with your teenager’s other parent (assuming someone, or more than one other person, is also involved, which of course is not always the case).

YOUR RELATIONSHIP WITH YOUR TEENAGER’S OTHER PARENT

While there are multiple combinations and ways of being a parent, easy relations with the others involved, and not tradition, is our aim.4 My own model of parenting has been conventional. I’m married and my husband and I have raised our family together. We’ve had to discover how to co-parent in positive and peaceful ways. Other parents have different challenges, whether they are single parents or some other parenting combination.

None of this has been easy and has required lots of, at times difficult, conversations and indeed conflicts. If we do argue, we also try to repair those arguments and ideally apologize in front of our children, so that our teenagers aren’t frightened of conflict. But we have found ways to work together more.

All this matters, both for your teenagers and you. If you are in a couple, ideally both parents need to be involved in parenting, unless your child is at risk in some way. Evidence suggests the absence of fathers is a factor in behavioural difficulties in boys, including struggling at school, addiction and getting involved in crime.5 For your teenagers, your relationship with your partner, as my friend the therapist Tara Saglio puts it, is ‘the amniotic fluid that a child grows up in. Children internalize the relationship and it forms the building blocks for their own relationships.’6

Children put a strain on relationships. Differing ideas on raising children have always provoked arguments among couples, alongside conflicts over work, in-laws, bothersome friends and sex. But studies have found that couples argue more when bringing up teenage children than at any other stage.7 Marital happiness drops sharply as soon as the first-born child goes through puberty. Divorce also peaks in the mid- to late forties, coinciding with the age when many couples’ children reach adolescence. While there are multiple reasons for this – women arriving at menopause and reassessing their lives, for example – one undoubted factor is parents at war over how to bring up their teenagers.

Here are two thoughts that have helped me have a smoother emotional relationship with my children’s father, which has benefited my own relationship with him, and my ability to connect with my teenagers. The first is that it can be hard to hand over responsibility to the other parent. You may see their involvement as a threat to your own intimacy with your teenagers, and as challenging your views. But although you may see things differently, you can nonetheless behave as a united front, and this is good for you and your teenagers. And the second thought is that the relationships between you, your partner and your teenager can get caught up in messy triangles, which are best avoided.

TEAMWORK

The first requirement for peaceful co-parenting is for parents to work together – obvious, you might think, but not always easy. Some parents long for more help and support from their other half (if they exist), but there may not be much we can do about lacklustre spouses or partners who imagine they deserve a medal for sorting the occasional packed lunch. We can, though, do something about ourselves, if we are the ones who find it hard to share parenting. This is known as ‘gatekeeping’, whereby one parent tries to keep the other parent out. This is common with mothers in particular, though fathers can do this too. We don’t talk about ‘our children’, but ‘my children’.

There are plenty of reasons we may do this. If we act alone, we are in charge and can do things our way. There is no need for a united front, just our own view. Our partner’s parenting blueprint may not fit with ours. It’s easier for them not to be involved.

We may also want to be judged as good parents. With women, this status may mean more in a world of working women. This is about being someone nurturing; the stereotypical female is a caregiving, hands-on person who is judged by time spent with her children. Absence is synonymous with neglectful mothering. For allegedly liberated, working women, there’s a tension. Giving up waiting at the school gates in favour of others is giving up being perceived by society as a hands-on proper mother. There’s a fear of being shunned for not being constantly involved. ‘How funny. We all know your son from seeing him with his dad at the park, but we don’t even seem to have met you before.’

This need to fulfil the stereotype of being a capable mum can mean some mothers don’t let their partners pull their parenting weight. Perhaps the partner can’t meet their standards (or, just as frighteningly, if the partner is marvellously competent, they might feel redundant). It is all too easy to decide that others – usually fathers – are more trouble than they are worth. A father may hurry to help, but in the mother’s view he does it all wrong. This view is embedded in our culture where father figures in cartoons are often comically inept, and even more so in many advertisements. A 2020 study of American sitcoms analysed scenes of TV dads from 1980 to 2017 and discovered that dads appear less frequently than mums in key parenting scenes, and when they are shown, the study describes their parenting as ‘humorously foolish’.8 There is of course an understanding among dads that if you do something badly enough you won’t be asked to do it again, a sort of weaponized incompetence which means some men avoid domestic tasks.

This is eased by the fact that, traditionally, society has favoured mothers being in charge, right from birth. There may not always be enough space or facilities for fathers to stay in maternity or neonatal wards (which focus on maternal milk production), and baby-changing facilities are often to be found in women’s toilets. Doctors and schools frequently call the mother, rather than the father. Even though many fathers want to do an equal shift, and it has been legal for a decade for dads to share parental leave, only a minority feel able to do so.

Ideally we want to encourage fathers to be involved. Self-evidently, they can bring imagination, energy, insight and tenderness to the job, and many do. We can abandon the double standards whereby men and women are judged differently when it comes to being parents: no man is a hero just because he prepares the occasional lunch box, and no mother needs to continually demonstrate quite how capable she is.

Time is on our side. Societal norms are softening. The old stereotype that men went out to work, and women were left with a part-time job and the children is just that – an old stereotype. Office of National Statistics data show that, in 2023, one in nine stay-at-home parents are now fathers, up from one in fourteen in 2019.9 The number of dads who left the workforce to look after their family rose by 34 per cent over the same period – 141,000, up from 105,000.10 As gay couples choose to have families through surrogacy or adoption, there are now teenagers whose only caregivers are male.

The more I learned about a father’s role in teenage development, especially their role in fostering confidence and self-respect in boys, the more I was grateful for my husband’s involvement and sympathetic to parents without partners, or with partners who are unable to help. How they might manage and engage others in the care of their teenagers is the topic of Chapter 16.

Yes, others may see things differently from you – which you might say is self-evident. What wasn’t so obvious to me is that it is a good thing for your teenagers. You will probably be different kinds of parents – authoritarian versus liberal, for example. It is impossible for two parents (let alone more) to share all the same views on child-rearing, or indeed any other topic – and wouldn’t life be boring if we agreed about everything? But instead of seeing this as a threat, we can reframe difference as something we can respect and work with; we can complement the other parent’s style. A breakthrough for me was not labelling an approach ‘right’ or ‘wrong’ but just different. We each bring something to the table, and between us can agree a joint approach that takes something from each of our parenting styles.

Take the topic of how we view missing school in my household. My view is that I am usually pleased to have my teenagers at home. If they don’t want to go to school, perhaps there is a reason for it, and by staying home we can figure it out. This view probably reflects my own teenage experience of being allowed to stay at home.

My husband’s view is that missing school is less of an option. A teenager who wants to stay home is being a bit wilful. Letting them miss school may give them an unrealistic view of the way the world works. It is not a good preparation for life.

Both views have their merits, but I used to struggle to see his point of view. Differences between us felt personal. This might sound self-centred, but in the past I would take it as a criticism if my husband disagreed with me. I didn’t like feeling wrong: who doesn’t prefer to be right? Now I realize that seeing things differently does not mean I am to blame, or wrong. It is not about me at all. It is just that each of us views the world through our own individual lens.

Fathers and mothers bring different parenting skills to bear, right from the start. In a 2012 Israeli study, scientists compared 15 couples of parents of babies aged four to six months. The parents’ brain activity was assessed by brain scanners while they watched videos of their children playing. Both mothers and fathers showed activity in the areas of the brain linked to empathy and understanding others’ feelings, equally demonstrating the strong attachment they felt to their child. But in other areas of the brain, there was a distinct difference. In mothers, the evolutionally ancient limbic system, which governs affection and nurturing of others, was the most active part of the brain. In contrast, in fathers, the relatively young neocortex, which is associated with ‘social cognition’ or the way we process and use information in social contexts, was set alight, reflecting a father’s role in teaching and encouraging his children to strive towards independence.11 This helps explain a familiar sight in playgrounds around the world: dads reading happily on a bench, while mums are hovering by the climbing frame.

Understanding these evolutionary differences has helped me be more appreciative of my husband’s different approach, rather than thinking that I know best. I have become much more curious about his ideas and am embarrassed that I sometimes used to dismiss them. We don’t know best, only what we know. Often our views follow patterns that became engrained into us as children when we began to interpret the world in a certain way, according to our unique experiences. It took many years for me to learn that how I see things is just how I see things.

Notwithstanding that we see things differently, and that different views have merit in a complex world, parents still need a united front and clarity on any given topic, according to psychologists. Otherwise children will divide and conquer. Hard as it can be, we’ve both strived for consistency: agreeing on rules and boundaries is fundamental to avoiding conflict, both between us, and with our teenagers, who find it confusing to be confronted by different parenting styles. For us, the decision on the topic of staying home from school reflected both our views: I compromised by agreeing that unless obviously unwell, our children should go to school. My husband compromised in agreeing that we should also try to find out more about what was going on.

Whatever kind of partnership we are in, it’s good to avoid power struggles. Divorced parents I spoke to told me that one way to stay calm in the face of provocation from a former spouse is to hold in mind the image of their teenager in the future – what will their memories be? Another told me that any opportunity to show that you and your former partner can discuss and cooperate – choosing a joint birthday present for example – are to be grabbed. Teenage children of divorced parents said what they hungered for was clarity and structure from both parents, and what they most disliked was bad-mouthing of either parent of the other.

Every parenting alliance is different, and of course there are many parents who are not in a partnership. At first sight, thoughts on cooperating with a co-parent might not seem relevant. But nearly all teenagers benefit from others being involved in their upbringing, which can help dilute the impact of only one caregiver on the child. We may just have to accept at least some areas of disagreement with others involved in raising our children, be they grandparents who don’t know about gluten-free food, or godparents who get in a muddle with preferred pronouns.

TRIANGLES

Being aware of my own parenting lens has smoothed relations with others involved. So too has becoming more aware of what I think of as ‘triangular traps’. Here are two of the most obvious kinds. In the first triangle, I intrude into my husband’s relationship with one of our children. In the second kind, during an argument or issue between me and my husband, we use one of the children as a focus or substitute for what is happening between us as a couple.

Let’s take an example of the first type of triangle, intervening in my husband’s relationship with our children. I used to imagine he would be a similar kind of parent to me. And if he wasn’t, or behaved in a way I didn’t like to one of the children, then I felt I should jump in and tell him so. (Ironic, you may say, considering I’ve just told you I didn’t like him disagreeing with me!) Perhaps I felt that mothers knew best, and that I was more central to my children’s welfare than their father, despite his involvement.

Sometimes I jumped in because I felt protective of the children, thinking that they couldn’t handle their own relationship with their father. On one occasion on holiday with some friends, my husband felt one of our teenagers had been rude to a fellow guest about their cooking, and told him so in no uncertain terms after the meal.

I saw the altercation differently: I thought my son hadn’t been offensive but had been trying to be amusing. The boy was upset by his father’s ticking off. I stepped in, told my husband he was being unfair, and tried to comfort our son. These days, I would keep out of the triangle. My teenager later told me my involvement had made things worse. He wanted his own relationship with his dad; and actually, he felt he had been flippant and, arguably, rude to the guest, albeit while trying to be funny. He welcomed his father setting some boundaries about his behaviour and teaching him to be wary of the fine line between humour and rudeness. Equally, my husband was understandably annoyed that I had challenged his own parenting style, pots and kettles coming to mind.

The second type of triangular trap is when some tension in your relationship with your co-parent spills into an issue with one of the children. For example, if you feel that your partner doesn’t listen to you, you might be sensitive to your child experiencing the same. Or if you feel sensitive that your partner is bossing you about, you might overreact if he tells one of the children what to do.

Co-parents may need time away from their teenagers to find ways to talk about their own problems as a couple. ‘Relationship care’ is as important as self-care. Studies show that homes full of conflict in turn make it harder for teenagers to regulate their own feelings.12 Avoid scrapping with your partner if you can.

An ease in our relationship with our partner or co-parent makes dealing with our teenagers easier in turn. We may need time to sit down together, away from the scrum of family life, to concentrate on each other and our relationship. This can include reflections on how each of us has been brought up, and our own expectations of parenting.

Life became easier between my husband, myself and our teenagers when we both acknowledged and tried to step out of these kinds of triangles. Indeed, I’ve taken to walking away altogether to disentangle myself, muttering ‘Step out of the triangle, step out of the triangle’ as I do. As far as possible I try to let my husband interact with our children as he sees fit. They have their own relationship.

By realizing how different my partner and I are, by believing that that is a good thing and we can still create a united front which is the stronger for both our views, and by stepping out of triangles, I now have a smoother relationship with my husband when it comes to looking after our teenagers.

*

To sum up, building good relationships, both with yourself and with your co-parent, is the first step to putting yourself in a good place to relate to your teenagers. You could see the start of their adolescence as the spur you need to spend some time nourishing and understanding both relationships, as some bumpy times will inevitably lie ahead. This kind of self-reflection will help you better support your child, like a healthy bamboo cane which supports a growing sweet pea plant. It will help you protect and support them, rather than impede and control, and provide a stable framework.

Given my own circumstances, I have shared more thoughts for those who are in a stable relationship, than those who have to negotiate with, say, an ex-partner or their new spouse, and struggle to get any help. But whatever kind of relationship you are in, you can imagine being a parent as being a bit like playing a game of cards. We are all dealt different cards, be they aces, number cards or jokers. So far I have discussed two cards we each hold: our own psychological health, and the role of others involved in our parenting. Sometimes we hold good cards – a supportive partner, or good psychological health ourselves. Sometimes the cards are less good – perhaps we have had our own emotional troubles or are struggling with a partner. Whatever hand we hold, it makes sense to identify what those cards feel like and how they affect us, and how we might understand, reflect on and play those cards to the best of our ability. The next card we hold as parents concerns another important relationship: the one we have with our own parents.
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YOUR RELATIONSHIP WITH YOUR OWN PARENTS

What kind of relationship did you have with your own parents? How were you parented? And how is that influencing your own parenting now? Our own memories of childhood and being a teenager may lie dormant until we have children of our own, but then they can burst into dramatic life. Our teenagers are liable to remind us of ourselves at a similar age, and the emotions we went through, and how our own parents responded at that time. For some of us, this can be an opportunity, gifted by the arrival of our children’s adolescence, to address some long-buried problems about how we were brought up. 

We can live in the story of our past and with the parenting blueprint we inherited. Or we can become more aware of our interpretations and our past experiences, and decide they don’t need to control everything about our future behaviour. Many of us realize that how we choose to parent does not need to echo how we ourselves were parented. The challenge is that it’s tricky. How do we keep in a metaphorical sieve those aspects of our upbringing that were helpful, and let go of those which were less so? The relationships and the patterns of behaviour involved are complex, often buried in our subconscious, and times change dramatically between the generations, as we’ve seen. This makes the question even trickier. However, we do have some agency, which is the subject of this chapter.

‘ATTACHMENT’ STYLES

The first step to moving on from mimicking the parenting we received is to become more attuned to how we were brought up. We need to consider how we adapted to our own parents and family members to get love and attention and our needs met, something psychologists sometimes describe as our ‘attachment’ style. This may in turn affect our parenting style. Attachment is a complex area dealing with how young children develop a relationship with their main caregiver, about which thousands of social science papers have been written. It is impossible to summarize easily, but to simplify, researchers believe that people emerge from babyhood with an attachment style that carries on in adulthood. The idea of attachment theory was developed in 1969 by the psychologist and psychiatrist John Bowlby. Bowlby divided people into three main camps: those who were anxiously attached, those who were securely attached and those with an ‘avoidant’ attachment style. (Another category was added later on – disorganized attachment, for children who fear their parent or carer.) Anxious children need lots of reassurance and fear being abandoned. Secure children enjoy closeness without becoming overly dependent. Avoidants shun intimacy and closeness because they want to remain independent or because they feel safer below the parapet.1

Broadly speaking, we are ‘securely’ or ‘insecurely’ attached. However, within these wide categories are nuances, described as ‘attachment tendencies’. A person may tend towards being both anxiously and avoidantly attached. Sometimes they cling a bit more; at other times they push away. Even those with what psychologists call a ‘secure-secure’ pattern will still have moments when they seek space.

The bit that is relevant to us as parents is that our own attachment tendencies may affect our parenting style. But we must be careful: it’s easy to oversimplify and reduce an entire relationship to a tick-box exercise appearing to measure the quality of parenting we received. In my case, to say I was at times ‘insecurely’ attached doesn’t begin to describe all the richness and variety of my upbringing. But it has helped, in a limited way, to explain one aspect of how I am as a mother, namely that I am sometimes fearful of rejection and need to be liked. And, as you may have gathered, find it hard to set rules for my teenagers.

This kind of awareness may make us less likely to be at the mercy of seemingly irrational emotions. Instead, we can spot the aspects of our upbringing that cause us to behave in certain habitual ways and hold what psychologists call certain ‘core beliefs’. These are deeply held and rigid assumptions which we have about ourselves and the world around us. They usually stem from childhood. When we recognize these, we can begin to change our inherited ways of thinking and behaving: there are detailed suggestions for how we might do so in the next chapter.

This may be a painful if not impossible process, especially if our parents behaved in a cruel fashion and we suffered deep childhood trauma. We may need to ask for professional help to process such difficult experiences and heal from them. Ideally we want to get to the point where we are less interested in blaming our parents, which is disempowering. We may not have been loved in the way we craved, but that’s not to say most parents weren’t trying their best to love us in the ways they could. Instead, it’s more useful for us to be curious about any positive traits of theirs we want to emulate, and negative ones we would like to shed.

We can reflect that perhaps our parents may have been reflecting the parenting they themselves received, and the times in which they were brought up. While the poet Philip Larkin famously wrote, ‘They fuck you up, your mum and dad’, the next line of his poem went on to say, ‘They may not mean to …’ For those of my generation – I’m in my late fifties – some of our parents’ responses and behaviour might seem harsh to younger parents better schooled in listening to their children’s feelings. Theirs was the post-war generation who rarely talked about their emotions or interrogated them, mirroring their own parents who had been through the war.

However, we can do things differently. We can start asking questions about our upbringing and how it influenced our development as a person. Question one is how our parents’ behaviour influenced our own tastes and the sort of people we have become. Question two is how that in turn has influenced us as parents. The two are clearly connected. The aim is to arm ourselves with a new awareness and understanding of our own behaviour and character. Then, ideally, we can progress to letting go of the less helpful patterns and keeping the helpful ones.

PARENTAL INFLUENCE

Let’s begin by thinking about how your personality was influenced by your parents. A tall order, clearly. The topic is difficult and wide-ranging. Difficult because it is hard to make a direct link between how you were brought up and your character. Your disposition may have equally been influenced by genetics or other aspects of your environment, and – more importantly – by the way you chose to interpret your parents’ behaviour, which may or may not have reflected their intentions. Wide-ranging because it includes subjects such as your emotional reactions, your prejudices and snobberies, your likes and dislikes, the words you say. Nonetheless, you can begin to observe your own behaviour and emotional reality, and the patterns in the way you think and feel that may have been influenced by the way your parents brought you up. This matters, because it in turn affects your behaviour as a parent.

Here’s how I’ve tried to do this. If I am overcome by a powerful feeling, I pause and try to figure out if my response might be linked to my childhood. Typically, what can happen is that a strong story I wrote in my head as a child, and the emotions that accompanied that interpretation of events, will bubble up and colour my interactions now, even though I am no longer a child. In my case, when I feel left out, or when I feel frightened, I can quickly regress to feeling like a vulnerable kid.

Take this memory from my childhood (amid many happy ones) about feeling left out. I was hiding in a bedroom at my grandparents’ house aged about six, sobbing. I wanted to be found and comforted by my mother. Eventually she did come. She was a devoted parent, but she was uneasy talking about emotions – arguably more common then than it is now. The comment I remember was, ‘Don’t be such a dying duck.’ I also remember feeling that being whiny and tearful was not an entirely loveable thing to be. It was easy to create a narrative that I was being rejected, even though I know now how much my mother loved me.

There is an inevitable link between some of these dormant insecurities from childhood and how I relate to my children. Seemingly small interactions can trigger a strong reaction in me if I’m not careful. If a daughter tells me she doesn’t want to chat right now, or my son walks into school without saying goodbye when I drop him off, I can feel that old painful feeling of rejection bubbling up inside me.

Instead of thinking, no big deal, they just don’t want to connect or communicate with me right now, that’s okay, I imagine the same kind of rejection I experienced at times when I was younger.

Being aware of how the past is playing out in the present can help us change these patterns. If I experience childhood memories of feeling left out, I tell myself that’s not the same as being rejected now, and more than that, maybe that was just a story I wrote at the time which may or may not have been true. My children just want to hang out with their friends. I have plenty of friends of my own. I can also respond in a way that may now be more appropriate to the person I have become – I’m 59, not 6! As a result, I began slowly changing my behaviour. I learned not to bombard them with calls and texts, hoping for a call back. I now resist the need when I say, ‘Love you’, for them to say, ‘Love you’ back.

Or take my dislike of conflict. I can remind myself that the pattern in my upbringing was that we rarely got into arguments. If my older sister and I squabbled as children, my mother would call upstairs and tell us to stop behaving like a ‘bunch of fishwives’. She also never seemed to fight with my father. If there was an argument, it felt frightening, because it happened so rarely.

Again, this has naturally influenced the adult and the parent I have become (though I’m changing!). Hitherto I have avoided arguments. I have been frightened by conflict, and by feeling angry myself. Instead, I have tended to be a people-pleaser and sometimes have avoided saying what I really think, especially if I have feared it might lead to a quarrel. While this can make sense, there can also be a cost to limiting my own self-expression and not speaking my own truth. Arguments, I now realize, can have advantages. And that includes arguments with your adolescents. It’s okay for our teenagers not to always like us. We are not their friends. Just because avoiding disputes was how I was brought up doesn’t mean it always makes sense.

Now I am no longer so frightened of being angry. It’s okay to be cross and for others to be cross with me. Good even. Therapy taught me that one explanation of depression is that it is anger turned inwards: we repress our feelings of anger to the point that eventually they find their expression in a mental health condition. Later in life I have become more in touch and aware of when I’m angry, but for many years I found it hard not to panic if I had an argument with one of my children, and hated it if they didn’t like me.

Let’s say a teenager borrows my house key without telling me, leaving me locked out: a minor infraction, but then most arguments normally involve something seemingly trivial. One part of me is cross. My day is derailed. And I share these angry thoughts with my teenager by text. It is not just about the key, I say. It is about thinking of others, being respectful, sharing space. All reasonable, you might think. But then the other part of me, the five-year-old part that is frightened of conflict, undermines my straight talking. Quickly I find myself back into wanting-to-please mode. When my texts are not returned, I can panic. Before I know it, it is me apologizing to my teenager. ‘Silly me for lending you the key!’ Only now, with more awareness, I see this pattern from my own childhood and realize it is not a helpful one.

Our emotional reality is not necessarily fixed. We can, luckily, find ways to change some of these early governing patterns that created our personalities, especially if we find compassion for the little left-out children we once were, or imagined ourselves to be. Instead, we can discover who we really are and what we really want now. We can then ask, How do I want to be with my own children? What example do I want to create for them? While our responses might have been understandable and appropriate as a child, do we need to be defined by them as adults? We can make new choices.

MUDDYING THE WATERS

We can also resolve to become more aware of how we project our own damaging thoughts onto our children – conflating our own experience with theirs.

Much heartache can be saved if we stop confusing how we feel with how they feel: psychologists talk of the need for maintaining boundaries, and the importance of avoiding ‘enmeshment’ when boundaries blur. Sometimes we may even confuse our child’s success with our own, living vicariously through our children’s achievements. I’ll never forget one mother shouting at the school gates that she herself had passed the entrance exam for a particularly prestigious school.

Let’s return to my long-standing fear of rejection. I imagined that because this is my emotional reality, it must be the same for my teenager. I was projecting my own hurt onto my teenagers. Just because I minded desperately about not being included doesn’t mean they necessarily did. Our children are different from us.

Or maybe you worry that your teenager seems to have few friends. If you have lots of friends, and that’s important to you, you might assume it is important for them. But maybe they are less social. They don’t need to be asked to parties to feel okay about themselves. Maybe they would rather stay at home or watch a football match. We, their parents, feel deeply on their behalf, but what if this is a waste of our emotional energy? More than that, few people like others feeling sorry for them, especially when have had their feelings misjudged in the first place.

This matters, as the less we project ourselves onto our teenagers, the more we can respond to the people they really are and become attuned to their reality and the emotions they are having, rather than being caught up in our own. Otherwise we are more likely to acknowledge only our own feelings, and parent ourselves rather than them.

COPYCAT

So far in this chapter, I’ve discussed how our relationship with our parents (among many other factors) may have influenced our personalities, in my case being fearful of rejection and disliking scenes; and how this in turn has affected our roles as parents. I’ve also talked about the need to separate our resulting emotional reality from our children’s. Now I want to focus on the parenting style we witnessed growing up and how we may be following family ‘scripts’, sometimes without realizing it.

The idea of family scripts was developed by the child and family psychiatrist John Byng-Hall.2 There are three kinds. First, replicative scripts, whereby (unsurprisingly) we replicate the parenting that we received, positive and negative. This can be as specific as a preferred way to load the dishwasher, or much more general, as in how to express intimacy. In my own case, my mother was tolerant of mess, so I replicated that ‘script’ and found it hard to tell my teenagers to pick up their clothes. She always signed her cards to us ‘All love M’ and so do I. Second are corrective scripts, which are a conscious decision to parent differently, and indeed to be different. People run away from their inherited scripts in different ways, sometimes moving abroad, changing religion or even changing their name, which was the case for a cousin of mine who moved to Canada. Less dramatically, in my case, whereas my parents rarely talked about their emotions, I often do, and try to validate rather than dismiss my children’s feelings. My mother was physically a little distant, but I try to hug my children. Such corrective scripts can be risky: if our parents were harsh disciplinarians, for example, the danger can be that we overcompensate for our past hurts by indulging our children.

Third are improvised scripts, which combine what we value from our upbringing with what we have learned from relationships and experience as we have matured. These are thought to be the most resilient and healthy scripts, not least because if two adults are parenting teenagers, they each bring their own scripts to the process. An improvised script allows for a degree of blending of approaches and behaviours from both parties. In forging something new, we walk away from the past. Instead of reacting without thought, perhaps instinctively we can strive to widen our horizons and the choice of behaviours we can enjoy.

Most often, we follow replicative scripts and tend to parent as we were parented, which as I have said may not necessarily be a bad thing, depending on the parenting we received. We often imitate our parents, having similar attitudes and behaving in similar ways, because this feels familiar and safe. When we were children ourselves, disagreeing with a parent could make us vulnerable. They held power over us, and our strongest instinct was to please them. Even though we are now adults, and our parents have no more power over us, we may have internalized their points of view or created a similar family environment for ourselves. It can feel as if we are being loyal to our parents by behaving like them.

This imitation of our own backgrounds can extend to our choice of partner. We may choose a partner who replicates a dynamic from our past. They have a familiarity to which we may be unconsciously drawn. This can make it harder to break the mould and offer our children something different because in such a case, not just us, but our partner also, mimics the behaviour of our own parents.

It can also influence our attitude to sensitive topics. Take our approach to money, for example. If our parents worried about money when we were little and have been careful with it since, we may well have a similar outlook. If we think our teenager is being careless with money, the fear from the past may bleed into our fear today. Or perhaps we went without as children. We may overcompensate now because to imagine disappointing teenagers with a scaled-down Christmas is to feel the pain of our childhood disappointment. Perceived penny-pinching strikes a nerve. We may spend money on them in an attempt to buy their love or to connect with them. Ideally we should want to give them a sense that while money is important, it’s not everything, and that monetary and emotional value are separate things. One has nothing to do with the other.

Imitation can be dangerous if we mirror less helpful behaviour or language that we ourselves experienced as teenagers – in my case, parroting the phrase ‘Don’t be such a dying duck!’ We unwittingly recreate the atmosphere of our own childhood, which is unlikely to be appropriate in an entirely new context.

This may be most likely to occur in stressful situations. Naturally, the emotional stakes are high when things have gone wrong, and it is easy to unthinkingly repeat the way our own parents disciplined us. We can lose it in the same way our parent might have got angry with us. Instead, we would be better adopting a new, improvised script.

TWEAKMENTS

Pause for a moment and acknowledge the positives your parents gave you: it is easy (and perhaps fashionable) to accentuate the negatives, but sometimes our parents got it right and imitating their behaviour may not be a bad thing at all (though with the proviso that your children aren’t you and might need different treatment). Being fucked up by our parents (to borrow again from Larkin) is not mandatory.

Then see if you can tweak the
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