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R. Psych. 

MAKING SENSE OF 
ADOLESCENCE: HOW TO 

MAINTAIN A STRONG 
RELATIONSHIP WITH 

YOUR TEEN

What are your memories 
of being in high school?
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 How to break the code?
 Understand adolescent development

 Make sense of behaviour in context

 Remember what it was like. What was important to you?

 Ask them?

 Adolescents often accused of acting out
 But, what does “acting out” mean?

The “Mystery” of Adolescence?

 Understanding behaviour helps us to respond

 Greatest amount of change in life aside from infancy

 Key Aspects of adolescent development
 Identity

 Autonomy/Independence

 Peer acceptance

 Transition from childhood is challenging for parents
 From someone who is influenced mainly by parents

 From someone who takes direction and even wants direction

 From someone who is less likely to talk back

 From someone who is less concerned with equality and independence

ADOLESCENT DEVELOPMENT
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 Process of exploration and experimentation

 “Try out” dif ferent values, beliefs, morals, ideologies, political 
views, paths (e.g., academic, occupational), approaches to 
relationships

 But, they’ve been exposed to these values, beliefs, etc. 
already throughout life
 So, trying out new values and beliefs can involve criticism or 

rejection of values and beliefs passed down by parents/adults 
throughout childhood

 Stage for conflict

 Struggle and commitment are part of the process

 May be reactive to attempts to restrict self-expression

IDENTITY DEVELOPMENT

 Focus on making own decisions, distancing from support from 
parents

 Emotional and physical separation from parents

 Adolescent must deal with fears of making own decisions

 Parents must deal with symbolic loss of child

 Re-negotiation of relationship between parent and child
 Identifying areas of competence and fostering independence

 Identifying areas in need of further support/guidance
 …and figuring out ways that your teen can receive it

 Sensitivity to adults asserting authority

 How do you stay connected while separating?

AUTONOMY/INDEPENDENCE
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 Peer influence most evident in early adolescence

 Influence of parents reduces (on the surface)

 Sensitivity to fitting in/finding a sense of belonging

 Key issue: conflict with identity development

PEER ACCEPTANCE

 Striving for academic success

 Focusing on athletic/artistic endeavors

 Planning for the future

 Beginning to navigate intimate relationships
 Closer friendships and romantic relationships

 Sexuality

…and at the same time
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 So many stressful changes and tasks at once

 Family conflict can arise through these changes

 Rates of emotional distress in adolescence
 15-25% suffer from mental health issues

 20% suffer from a mood or anxiety disorder

 At least 1 in 5 experience suicidal ideation

 Suicide a leading cause of death amongst adolescents

 Only 1/5 young people with a mental illness receives services

EMOTIONAL DISTRESS IN ADOLESCENCE

Your adolescents need 
you…but on their terms
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HOW DID YOU WANT TO 
BE TREATED AS AN 

ADOLESCENT?

 Equality
 Negotiate

 Let them lead where possible

 Listen to their perspective

 Acceptance/nonjudgment
 Less likely to open up if anticipate rejection and judgment

 Sensitive to cues that they are being judged

 Taking statements seriously
 Sensitive to being talked down to or seen as having “kid problems”

RESPECT
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 Just listen

 Strong desire to have their perspective heard

 Be interested in their perspective/opinions

 DON’T GO STRAIGHT TO TRYING TO FIX A PROBLEM
 Adolescents want to be heard, not told how to make it better right 

away

LISTENING

 Understanding their perspective “as if it were your own”

 Not just about gathering information
 Making sense of behaviour
 Nonverbal cues, changes in behaviour

 Using your knowledge of developmental goals

 Remembering what it was like for you

 2 key aspects of empathy
 Understanding their perspective

 Communicating your understanding

THE IMPORTANCE OF EMPATHY
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 Accept that the nature of your relationship with your child 
needs to change

 Strive to respect your teen’s individuality and emerging 
independence

 Try to understand his/her behaviour within the context of 
his/her developmental stage (identity formation, development 
of independence, striving for peer acceptance)

 You exert the most influence on your teen through the 
strength of your relationship with him/her
 Don’t try to control their behaviour, control the connection

 Avoid power struggles
 Give respect to get respect (not the same as giving in)

 You can respect and still refuse a request

TIPS

 Show your teen that you are listening
 Invite them to talk; don’t pursue too much

 Don’t rush to fix!

 Support your teen in taking on increased responsibility 

 Let your teen come up with his/her own solutions whenever 
possible

 Give your teen a say and let him/her take the lead where 
appropriate

 Make decisions collaboratively when you can

 Admit when they’re right/you’re wrong
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 Make sure you create opportunities to enjoy your kid!
 Set aside one-on-one time

 Let them lead

 The harder things get, the more you need to find ways to 
connect

 When in doubt, ASK YOUR TEEN!

 When all else fails, focus on the relationship


