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In the last several years, there has been a lot of attention on bullying:
* in schools
 within girl “friend” groups
* in those in-between places where kids fend for themselves (e.g., back of
buses, locker rooms, middle school bus stops)

 cyberbullying

But you don’t hear so much about the bullying that goes on at home, on the
part of those teenagers who will berate, intimidate, aggressively manipulate,
and threaten their parents in order to do what they want to do—which can be
anything from staying on the computer to having friends over for a drinking
party to being left alone.

It reminds me of elder abuse, and how it stayed in the shadows for
long time before coming to the attention of people who would
recognize it as a real and disturbing problem.

| dont think that teens bullying their parents is a new phenomenon as
much as the most recent manifestation of evolution of a parenting
approach that began in the 60s. At that time, there was a pendulum
shift away from family structures in which there were rigid
generational lines toward a more informal structure and child-centric
parenting style.

This was followed by what has been identified as the “self-esteem
movement,” during which parents—uncomfortable with idea that their
kids would struggle with anything, and misunderstanding its role in
healthy development—were propping up egos left and right.




More recently, it's parents’ anxieties about their
kids not reaching their potential, not actualizing all
their intellectual and athletic abilities, and not
"getting into a good school” that is compromising
their children’s social and emotional health.

By that | mean many have taken to subsidizing their kid's psychological
functioning—remembering for them, regulating for them, setting

boundaries for them.

In doing so they’ve lost sight of what is really important in raising kids,
that is, using those eighteen or so years to help their children build their
own capacities to wake themselves up, feed themselves when they're
hungry, soothe themselves when they upset, control themselves when
they’re angry, and find their own meaning in the things they must do
(academics) and in the things they want to do (activities).

From there (there, being a kid who's over-accommodated and given too
little batting practice at subjugating her needs to the needs of another),
it's just a short hop, skip, jump away to the entitlement and bossiness
that, under the right family conditions, leads to bullying of the parent by
that teen.

Parents are left wondering, “What the heck happened here? I've devoted
the last 16 yrs of my life to this kid, and this is the thanks | get?”

My experience working with families in which
disrespect and bullying make frequent appearances
has taught me that, as a community of practitioners,

we need to modify how we show up to these

families, and how we intervene.

We need to rethink:
1. how we reach out to connect to parents, and
especially the teenager
2. how we hold the space




It becomes important to:

> command the room and the process taking place in it

> stretch ourselves to be bolder and braver in speaking out about what we
are seeing, what we are thinking

> discover new windows of opportunity (both earlier and more frequently)
for intervening

> emphasize choice and consequences and avoid too strong a focus on
diagnosis and other concerns that take the attention off the responsibility

of the teenager to stop the behavior

Otherwise, we will lack the credibility to influence the people in the room

and the strong dynamic in place.

It's not about taking the teen aside and talking to her about
different coping skills or better communication or her depression.

It won't work to appeal to the teenager by appearing nice or
empathic. You will have more success by trying to evoke a
curiosity about you and a willingness to see you as an effective
agent of change. Think about the most engaging and influential
parts of your self and find a way to bring that into your presence
on the room, what you say, what you do, and how you respond —

or not.

Traditional approaches to rapport-building don’t work so well with these teens.

The intention of the teen is usually to DISABLE the parent.




HOW BAD IS IT?

Pretty bad.
What does the bullying at home look like?

crude cursing (“You're a f*@%king idiot.”)

dismissive, insulting remarks (“Mom, you’re really pathetic,
you know that?”)

repeatedly ignoring the parent

- posturing aggressively (esp male teens with single

mothers), physical aggression
+  threatening harm to self, sibling, parent, or property

. exploiting parents’ emotions

Whether it's worse than before or not,
it's a huge problem for many families.

Many families live with
undertones of great
resentment among
members that result in
testy repartee and
unpredictable flash fires.




In many cases, no one outside the family is aware of the
bullying, aggression, and general disharmony taking place

every day inside the home.

Teens won't act like a bully outside the home
because they're invested in maintaining a
certain image, and the parents won't tell
anybody because they,

* are embarrassed / protecting family image

* are protecting teen from embarrassment

* have been told by teen to never say
anything about it to anyone

CULTURAL INFLUENCES ON
PARENT/TEEN RELATIONSHIPS

One big problem in combatting this problem (and preventing it) is that

there are too many stereotypes about adolescence in circulation:

o Adolescence causes all teens to become moody.
o Adolescence causes all teens to not get along with their parents.
o Adolescence all causes teens to become defiant.

Here's another one:
Many people think
that disrespectful
behavior on the part
of a teenager is just
part of “normal”

teenage defiance.

It's not.

defiance

disrespect




This is the unfortunate narrative for adolescence
in America. It's important for mental health
practitioners, child development specialists,

pediatricians, and others to find opportunities to
change the dialogue surrounding what is a

normal, developmentally-driven part of
adolescence and what is not.

TEEN ANGST
FACT OR
FICTION?

“This is exactly how adolescence
gets its undeserved reputation
for ‘sturm und drang,’ a self-
fulfilling prophesy disguised as
developmental theory that lulls
parents into complacency with
their adolescent’s moodiness or
defiance. Adolescents really don’t
have to be all that moody or
defiant, and they certainly do not
have to be rude. They’re just
wired that way, we’ve been led to
believe, unfortunately. No—they
go there because we let them.”

from, The Last Boys Picked: Helping
Boys Who Don’t Play Sports Survive
Bullying and Boyhood, . Edgette, 2012

People talk about adolescent rebellion as a
natural phase of development and an
expression of burgeoning independence, but
| think it's more a function of how
adolescents are often treated and spoken to
in our society by their parents, teachers, and
other adults—that is, in ways that anger,
patronize, or shame them.

So when | hear, “My daughter never wants to tell me anything

about her day or what she’s thinking but, hey, what can | expect

—she’s a teenager!” | wonder what things that girl’s mom has

said over the years to her that might have felt dismissive or

critical. | wonder too if the mom follows up every casual remark

from her daughter with a dozen questions?




A. Other beliefs about adolescence that
diminish teens and excuse poor behavior

Whether recognized at some level or not, there is benefit

to the adult community in keeping these stereotypes . N 3
§ . 3 o They will grow out of it / It's just a phase.
about teenagers alive, and it's that it keeps parents from

having to be accountable for their role in the fractured or

° It's their hormones.
remote quality of their relationships with their kids.

° They can’t help it because their brains are still developing.

Let’s take a closer look at these, because we now
know that there are significant structural and
physiological changes within the brain that take place Basically, the changes in hormone levels during adolescence and in brain

during adolescence. Daniel Siegel and others who structure and functioning are not the reasons why a kid decides to say “F
study the research on brain development have

— you” to his mother, or to put his fist through the living room wall.
taught us that these changes can impact the way
teens remember, think, reason, focus attention, make
decisions, and relate to others. A
Brain changes

But the conversation that clinicians and researchers du ring adolescence
are having about the impact of these changes on an
adolescent’s behavior (increased impulsivity, risk-
taking, novelty-seeking, and creativity, for instance)
is very different from the ones parents have when
they attribute disrespectful behavior, especially
bullying, to “hormones” or what is incorrectly called being a bu"y

an "immature” brain.




We can help
by getting
parents to not
drink the
Kool-aid.

We can also encourage parents to define their teen’s
disrespectful behavior largely as a function of choice rather
than as something he or she cannot control.

Kids don’t make a choice to be mad or frustrated or offended or
competitive, but they make choice about channeling, managing and
expressing it. And choices mean accountability and consequences.

B. How members of different generations
regard and relate to each other

* Growing informalities between the generations
in which many teens relate to parents as if peers.

This is important to think about because it provides opportunities for us to
intervene, for example,
(to a new family) “You guys talk as if you're all room-mates or something... How'd

that ever happen?”

Just by putting everyone’s collective attention on it for a few moments alters the
dynamic a little bit. Up until now, no one’s addressed it, although they are have
been responding to it. Typically, the parents feel frustrated with their inability to
assume leadership role in family or influence their teen, and the teenager acts

dismissively toward the parents and without regard for boundaries.

Idealized youth culture leads parents to consider that
maybe their teen does know better.

Idealized youth culture leads parents to consider that maybe their teen

does know better.

It used to be that adults shaped the dominant culture in a society but now
there’s such crossover it's hard to know which is the dominant culture.
¢ Parents know Kanye West and kids know Sinatra.

* Parents wear Doc Martins and kids are listening to vinyl.




Many parents having trouble differentiating between supporting their
children when they're distressed, and removing the opportunities they

C. Changes in child-rearing and parenting styles

need to learn how to do it themselves.

They regulate the child’s emotions for them by manipulating the
environment, or by manipulating their understanding of events and their
internal reactions to them.

* Parent over-involvement / over-protection means many kids
are not learning to self-regulate. These kids instead rely on their Nothing is being built inside the child.
parents or other adults to regulate their emotions and behaviors
for them. In their efforts to console or pacify an angry, sullen, or
over-reactive teen, many of these adults end up tolerating a wide
range of offenses and frank abuse. It opens the door to bullying.

It's hard for parents to see their kid in trouble and stop themselves from
rushing in to make it go away. That's why so many do just that:

"Let's go out,” “Let's watch a movie,” “Let's talk about something else...”

They try to remove the stressor itself, gloss over the problem, and return
the child to a “positive” mind set as soon as possible, instead of helping
the child or teen to recognize they are capable of managing anxiety,
sadness, and the experience of losing and that the more practice they get,

the more resilient/adaptive they become.

There are parents who worry that insisting on certain
standards of civil behavior in the home will add more
stress on their already-stressed out teen.

"He struggles all
We can remind them that there is a difference d ay |°ng at school. |

between making demands on your kids, and having

A want home to be a
expectations of them.

place where he can
relax and feel good
about himself.”




With parents who mistake accommodation for compassion:

Coach them on how to talk about this with their teenager:

“Your son can do that without you needing to accommodate his
behavior. Feeling good about oneself has very little to do with
being able to vent on others; in fact your letting him do that might

even make it harder.

“Tell your son that you been thinking about how you’ve let him
come home and sort of dump on everyone, and say whatever he
wanted to. Tell him you thought he needed a place to do that, and
that it would help him, but that you're realizing it's not helping,
and it's causing a lot of tension. Let him know that you'll help him
with whatever bad mood he might be in, but that it's not okay

anymore to walk in and bully his siblings or be disrespectful to you.

Reducing the stress on a
teen by allowing the rude
behavior at home will NOT
improve the likelihood that
the problems outside the
home will get better; it will
most likely decrease it.

But don't stop there: coach them on responding
constructively when their teenager starts to mimic
their worry, for example,

Help parents to see past the literal level and plea for leniency.

Talk with them about why it may be important to not cease and
desist (for example, it sets a precedent, enables the teen, and
doesn't address the real issue, which is the teen’s unilateral decision

to opt out of helping). See if they agree or feel differently about it.

If they agree about the value of addressing these remarks on the part
of their teen son or daughter, coach them on how to respond
constructively—meaning firm and without debate or negotiation.

“I know it seems ridiculously unimportant in the grand scheme of
things. But I don’t think I'm helping you by buffering you from
everyday tasks that stress all of us out. I feel like you've gotten more

and more entitled to not helping out around here and | don‘t like it.”




It can be mobilizing for parents who have felt paralyzed in the
face of their teen's bullying to hear that there is likely a
connection between their teen’s disrespect at home and any

problems the teen is having outside the home. I".

The reason | say this is because parents may have decided HOW Do SOM E PARENTS MAKE
to “take it on the chin” when it comes to their teenager’s TH E PROBLEM WO RS E?

abuse or disrespect, but they will want to protect their kid

from the consequences of his or her behavior.

Here’s one way:

People don’t give much thought to the long-term impact of
sarcasm but they really should. In many families it is the
sar-casm default mode of communication. They think it's funny or witty,

I'sér kazam/ <) but sarcasm always has an edge or a challenge to it.

1. the use of irony to mock or convey contempt.

It's not warm, it's not kind. It doesn’t make anyone feel better.




Ally hides in room for a while from six annoying
nephews and nieces. She doesn't like kids to
begin with, has a hard time with loud noises and
lots of people around her. When comes back
downstairs, her mom says, “Oh, nice of you to join

us again.”

When | hear something like that | think about
what has been lost—the opportunity for that
parent to have expressed a measure of
understanding and empathy to her daughter,
"Lucky you getting to hide out for a little bit!”

Take that single interaction between Ally and her mom and the
divergent paths those two different remarks point to, and multiply it
by the thousands or millions of interactions over the years and you
can see how things get to a place where a parent and teen don't
know how to, and may not want to, talk with one another.

Here are others:

* preemptive defensive manner of relating with their teenager
¢ assuming their teen is always trying to manipulate them
* not seeing changes or exceptions in the teenager’s behavior

e always telling their kids what to do and never thinking to ask

* not thinking about being present, trying only to be heard

¢ not affording their teenager the same courtesies they would
give to other people, namely, adults

* asking their teen a question when it's obvious they are
surreptitiously trying to get info about something else




As these different behaviors or habits become

apparent in therapy, you want to avoid implying that

they are related to teen’s aggressive behavior:

* it's offensive

* it suggests that the parent and teen are equally
responsible for the bullying behavior, and they are
not (maybe they are for the conditions which gave
rise to it, but not for the actions themselves)

* it gives the teen a big bad weapon

Build a case in stages, and stay generic at first. So, for

example, initially point out how these kinds of habits or

oversights

 can cause kids to shut down over time or become resentful,
and/or

* can encourage kids to disengage from their parents rather
than keep fighting or trying to make their point.

Explain how when people disengage from one another, they
don't feel the same sense of accountability they otherwise
would, leaving a door open to inappropriate behavior that

they ordinarily wouldn’t engage in.

What's missing in all those examples is respect.
Here is the issue again:

A 14 yr old daughter is chafing at the neck under a bunch of
rules that have nothing to do with who she is and everything to do

with her mother's anxiety about her turning out like older sister.

Mom: “I just don’t want to go through what | had to go through
with her older sister.”

Daughter: “I'm not Morgan!! You make me want to just break the

these rules because none of them have anything to do with me!!”
Mom: “Well I’'m just trying to prevent a problem, | don’t want to

take any chances...”

MANY PROBLEMS COME ABOUT IN THE WAKE OF
PARENTS’ ATTEMPTS TO PREVENT A PROBLEM.




And what's up with this??

Knocking on your kid's door while you walk in.

Many parents don’t think twice about it—it seems

benign—but | think it communicates a lack of respect
for the teenager’s personal space, privacy, and

person.

V. 1
COACHING

Capitalize on the moment in session
where a parent makes an hurtful or

Help parents to stop insensitive remark.

saying provocative or
patronizing remarks that
drive the adolescent’s
attacks.




You're Just

Like Your i :
Father | don’t know why |

even bother —

& gy
yw

you’re just like your
OR Aa
o - dad.”

Patrick J. Nelson

Stop the conversation.

Ask the mother - gently, and without sarcasm or judgment in your voice - what she is hoping
her son will get from her remark. This encourages mom to go inside her head as opposed to
directing her attention toward therapist (external search for understanding). Were the
therapist to say, “Put yourself in his shoes,” the mother might be able to empathize a little
more, but it does nothing to help her understand the intention behind her remark, and thus,

her role in the friction between her and her son.

You are not looking to clarify what she means—we already have a pretty good idea of that.
What’s more useful to talk about right now is the intention and impact of her
communication, as well as her accountability for it. You are alluding to mutuality in family
communications—in other words, that maybe her son’s disrespect isn’t taking place in a

vacuum—but without directly challenging her.

Wonder out loud what any kid would do with that comment.

Ask the son for his reaction.

If the mother tries to dismiss her remark as insignificant, explain how you
understand that for many parents these kinds of remarks may not seem like
a big deal, but that for many kids, they’re quite meaningful. For some kids,
they can be hurtful, too.

If she says, “Oh | tell him that all the time,” respond with a candid, non-
dramatic, “Oh, that’s probably not so good.” Then maybe look over to the
teen with a little wry smile to soften this exchange and get his opinion.

If she says, “He knows I’m just kidding,” I'd probably look over to the
boy and cock my head and say, “Do you? Is she?”

If she says, ‘Well, ’'m sorry, it’s just the truth,” go back to the idea of
intention and accountability and ask the mom what it is she wants her
son to understand about himself by saying that he’s just like his dad. Ask
her what she thinks would be different in their relationship if her son
were to see things the same way, i.e., that he’s just like his dad.




2.

Help parents to see that their efforts to prove their

If it feels right, and suits the particular case, | might say to the point, or prove their good intentions, will only escalate
mom, “Hey, your son may come off as untouchable and all the level of conflict.

that but | think he needs to hear from you some measure of
faith in his ability to rise above his own poor decisions in his

past and create a different picture for his future.” This is because any genuine
benevolence in their message will

“Are you able to do that, to express that? If not, what do you be lost on the teenager who only

need to see in him or know about that would enable you to hears that his opinions or

support him in that way?” experiences don’t matter and that

his parents believe that if he could

I would say all of this with the son in the session. just see it their way, he'd agree.

Never going to happen.

3.

Revisit recent conflicts within the family and suggest
different ways of responding to the teenager. Look at the incident together and help the mother see
how the boy’s sense of propriety was offended more than
it was him being selfish or mean. He had thought of the
book as his, as it had been given to him by his mom, and
his mother’s comments made him feel as if she was not
respecting his property or his right to decide whether his
sister could read the book or not. The irony here is that
when kids feel their autonomy is respected, they are freer

Needless to say, this one didn't end very well. to act more generously.

Boy flips out at mom when she tells his younger sister that
she can borrow one of his books. The mother responds
with, “I was the one who bought the damn book,
remember, so if | say she can read it, she can read it!"”




In this case, one could suggest to the mom that when she
feels her buttons being pushed, that's when she especially
should try to pause before responding. A better response
to her son would have been something like, “"What is it
about Maya reading your book that is so upsetting to you?”

This respects his reaction instead of dismissing it as jealous/
angry sibling behavior, and recognizes that there may be
“legitimate” feelings behind his reaction.

However, recognize that
some parents have trouble
investing more into the
relationship with their
teenager than they already
have because they feel too
resentful about how they
are being treated as well
as about the impact of the
disrespectful, imposing
behavior on the rest of
the family.

We can help by reducing their level of resentment, thereby clearing
the way for some relationship recovery. Here are two ways to do
this:

I) helping parents detach from the outcome of their teenager’s
decisions, and

2) helping parents to free themselves from feeling totally at the mercy
of their teenager’s behavior.

An example of the first is
when a mother who had
been desperate for her
daughter to pass algebra
let’s go of that and realizes
that if her daughter
allowed that to happen, it
would be unfortunate, but
manageable.




An example of the second is when a father who angrily
drives his son to school most mornings because the boy
“happens” to not get ready on time tells him that each
time he drives him, the son owes him an hour’s worth
of yard work on the weekend.

Be sure to bring up with parents how important it is that they

remain emotionally accessible to their teenager throughout these
conflicts.

One of the worst things a parent can do in an effort to “get their
kid to listen to them” is to go cold on them: act aloof, withhold
affection, give the "silent treatment,” etc. It's unkind, it's
manipulative, and it will serve only to increase the emotional

distance between parent and teen.

"| feel like if | don’t end up making him do the dishes, he's
won. | feel that he should just suck it up.”

"The dishes aren’t important. What is, is his unilateral choice
to resist your efforts to get him to help. Go there. Be curious,
assume he's got a reason that he thinks is good enough, that it's

not arbitrary, that he’s not being defiant just to defy you.”

“But that’s not how the real world works.”

“But it can be how your family works. Your home doesn’t have
to be training camp for the real world. Let them take this other,
more benevolent way out into the world with them and see if

they can sustain it, and even better, pass it along.”

4.

Many parents have no template for talking with their teenager
other than lecturing, questioning, informing and reminding.
They probably don’t realize how corrosive this is over time to
their relationship with their kids. This is a great conversation to
have with the family, or with the parent(s).

Demonstrating to a family a different model for relating isn't necessarily
enough to prompt change, especially anything enduring. The buy-in from
the parents will be stronger if they understand why the old, lecture model
works at cross purposes from their goal of having their kids listen to them.
Have this conversation with the teenager present so that s/he can verify
the different impact that different forms of dialogue have on him/her.
However, this will only work if the teen is coming to the table in good faith,
and will not use the opportunity to make the softening parent feel stupid.




5.

Find out what is preventing the
parent from taking appropriate
steps to stop the bullying.

Are you willing to stop the car if he does that again?
Would you be able to let him fail math?

Are you okay watching her miss her bus?

What other concerns stop parents from intervening in the way they feel they
need to? Are they worried their teen will call Child Protective Services, self-

harm, run away?

If so, help them to disengage from the outcome of their teen’s choices and
feel competent to manage the undesirable/bad/feared thing so they will not
feel beholden to their teen’s demands. For example, instead of letting them
suffer the anxiety of wondering whether or not their son will call CPS, discuss

with them what would happen if he did,

"Okay, so let’s go there. Sean effectively uses the threat of
calling CPS to get you to back down or accede to his demands.
Unless something changes, you'll continue to feel as though
you can’t “parent” him. You may be better off letting Sean
know that you can’t spend the next three years agreeing with
everything he demands in order to prevent that call, and that
you accept the fact that he might place it, and that you are
prepared to deal with the consequences of it. Let’s you and |
talk about what it’s like for a parent to be contacted by CPS as
well as the opportunities you'll have to explain to the agency

how your son’s call came about.”




6.

Encourage parents to walk away from situations in which they are
treated disrespectfully. This includes when they are helping their
kid with homework and the kid is yelling at them.

"But he won't be able to do it without my help,” says the mom.

"He may not, but it has to matter more to him than it does to you that he get
his homework done. Otherwise, you're likely to be in this same situation two
years from now. If your son wants your help, and accepts politely, then great,
help him. But if he turns his frustration toward you, that’s when you need to
say, "Okay, I'm done here."” And you walk away. Don't accept that kind of
treatment. Next day you start fresh. But that’s it for that night. If he's stuck,
let him be stuck, and allow that experience to be an incentive for him to not
blow up on you the next time he can’t solve for x.”

8. Coach parents in the gentle art of
eliciting (non-shaming) self-consciousness.

Instruct the parent to

Stop what theyre doing.
T'urn to their teenager.
Speak (short & sweet) to the truth of that moment.
And then wait.

So, for example, a mother of a teenage daughter once
asked me what she could do about her daughter’s
disrespectful tone of voice and manner of speaking to her
at home.

She said it always got worse when her daughter’s friends
were around. The mom had tried talking to her daughter
about it, and had even tried taken away her cell phone a
few times, to no avail. Her daughter would simply flip her
hair through the air, and act as if she hadn’t been planning

to use the phone for a while anyway.

| suggested to the mother that the next time her
daughter had friends over and used them as an
impromptu audience for her disrespectful behavior
toward you, instead of ignoring it (which the mom had
been doing because she hadn’t wanted to embarrass
the daughter in front of her friends) and instead of
trying to make a joke of it as if they were all just
kidding, or walking off with a slow burn, she should
simply stop whatever she was doing, and quietly look

at her daughter.




She wouldn’t need to say anything necessarily; the
halting of action and the mother’s visual focus on
her daughter, the track of which would be followed
by the friends in the room, would very suddenly and
unexpectedly put the attention on the daughter,
instead of on an embarrassed mother which the
daughter counts on. Kids don't like it when their
attempts to control a situation leave them in the
spotlight instead of the intended target, in this

case, her mother.

| explained to the mother that by stopping and just
looking at her daughter, or softly saying, “Really, Jen?"
was saying everything that needed to be said: that what
her daughter had said was unacceptable, that she was no
longer going to pretend that it didn’t affect her or that
she didn’t hear it, and that anytime her daughter took the
liberty of saying something like that she should expect to
have to account for it in the presence of whoever was

around to hear this.

This is the constructive power of self-consciousness as an
intervention to effect behavior change in a way that is not
intentionally shaming or humiliating anyone but allowing the
bully’s reaction to being called out serve as its own disincentive.

The mother was able to intervene with her daughter’s
inappropriate behavior without getting into any kind of
discussion, which is usually used by the child as a springboard

into rebuttal, negotiation, or defiance.

There is nothing for the daughter to fight here. There is nothing
for her to object to. She can only stand there and make some
attempt at dismissing her mother’s stance as ridiculous in some
way - which in all likelihood would come off as lame and
pathetic to her friends - or change the topic and pretend that
nothing happened.

Part of the power of this
intervention comes from the
sense of drama that’'s evoked.
All movement stops. There is
no conversation. There is no
where for the attention to go
but on what's happening
between parent and teen.




V.

INTERVENING
WITH THE
TEENAGER

Some clinicians talk about getting kids to
look at their abusive language, identify
triggers, and make better choices the next
time. I've never seen that work real well,
mainly because...

the kids we're talking about in this workshop
are bullies, and they have no intention of
relinquishing their power unless made to.
They like their abusive language and they
like the effect it has on the people to whom
it's directed. They like their dramatic
behavior. Basically, THEY LIKE THE CHOICES
THEY ARE MAKING. So we have to
incentivize change differently.

BEWARE THE TEMPTATION TO BUILD RAPPORT THROUGH
BEING NICE/FRIENDLY.

These kids are very savvy regarding adults who try to play to their
favor. With teens who initially have no interest in connecting with
you, rapport builds not because the therapist is seen as a nice
person, but through a therapist's

« credibility

* authenticity

« refusal to sacrifice truth for the sake of keeping the peace, and

« allegiance to accountability in relationships

If the teen is refusing to join the conversation you're having with the parent or
parents in session, respect the message and don’t try to force anything. Refrain
from asking the teenager any questions until you are absolutely sure that he or

she is engaged enough in what's taking place to want to answer them.

You can still include the teen in your part of the conversation by looking at him if
you are referring to him while speaking to his parents (never speak about him as
if he weren't present), and by checking in with him (nonverbally) for any reaction

he might having to the conversation taking place.

This is respectful. You have allowed his communication of “NO” to stand
uncontested. At the same time, however, it has not stopped the consultation

from taking place.

If the teen makes some kind of effort to join or contribute to the conversation,
make it easy for him. Open the space and hold it open for him, without imposing

any expectations that he will continue with that level of engagement.




You must own and reflect
the outrageousness of the
bullying teen’s behavior in
their presence or risk
losing your credibility her.

1.

What's the message/meaning/pain behind the anger or
attitude? Can you help the teen say it in a way that the
parent can hear and digest it?

Lindsay calls her dad a shit-head every chance she gets, but what she
really wants to say is:

“Every time you talk to me you’re trying to make some point and it gets
old. Plus, you think you’re being funny but it hurts my feelings and that’s
why I don’t talk to you, not because I’'m a “mopey teenager.”

2. Address the quality of relationships in the family

Ask the teenager what things never get spoken about in the family.
Ask if there are conversations that need to take place before anything
can change in his/her behavior toward the parents. Would he be willing
to tell you what they are?

"You seem so at ease cursing at your dad. Are you really that
comfortable with it?” “Was there ever a time when you weren’t?” “What
changed?”

It's important that there is no judgment or sarcasm in your voice. These
questions must be asked with genuine sense of curiosity expressed with
warmth.

Talk with the teen about her relationship with her siblings, and what, if any,
responsibility she feels about the way in which they are influenced by her.
Talk with her about personal power, in particular, her power, the power she gets by

being bossy or mean. Does she like using it? Does she do something similar at school?

Does she like when people are intimidated by her?

By talking with her about power and the way she uses it — without judgment — you
are starting to normalize the experience bullies have about their power. (They like
feeling powerful, they like people being scared of them, and so on...) The more this is
normalized, the more the teen realizes you accept that as part of her inner experience,
and the more relaxed she will become in your conversation and relationship. See
BULLYING AND PERSONAL POWER: IDEAS FOR PARENTS AND TEACHERS

https://www.niot.org/blog/bullying-and-personal-power-ideas-parents-and-teachers




Once you are able to have an unguarded conversation together about personal

power, you can begin to introduce related concepts, such as leadership and

interpersonal influence.

* Does she ever think of these things?

* Does she ever imagine herself using her power to accomplish something other
than / in addition to getting her way?

* Talk about the way in which people decide whether to use their power for
personal gain or for a larger cause.

* Are there causes that matter to her?

* Does she ever think about becoming involved in them? Does she have role models
or heroes?

* Do her siblings?

* Does she think her siblings look up to her?

* What is that like? If she feels they do, does she like that responsibility, or is it a
burden?

* Does she ever feel funny about the way in which she bosses her siblings around?
Does she ever think about doing things that will reinforce their looking up to her?

And so on....

The point is not to pummel the poor kid with a dozen
questions. Rather, they are prompts for generating a
discussion into which you insert the occasional question. This
discussion, ideally, is what can lead you and your young client
to a point where you can speak very directly with her about
her choice to either continue doing things the way she has

been (exploitation) or, instead, do them differently.

Notice that nowhere is it suggested that you try to talk the
teenager into feeling any way other than she does. That's
they key to keeping them engaged.

VI.
EMPLOYING EFFECTIVE
CONSEQUENCES

Help parents employ
consequences that
incentivize change and
avoid power struggles.

CONSEQUENCES THAT WORK:

. To be effective, a consequence has to be something that will matter enough to

the teen to make her think twice about what she is about to say or do. It
needs to have enough "weight” to it to counter the appeal of the intended
action and its intended result

. Consequences should be limited to just one day. That way everything can start

again fresh the next day (or day after that if incident takes place in the
evening). Parents have their leverage back, and the teen doesn’t feel
controlled by her parent'’s refusal to say when privileges will be re-instated.

. Consequences are best when imposed in spirit of “Oh, that was an

unfortunate choice” rather than of anger.

. Consequences can be inconvenient or unpleasant but should never be punitive.




CONSEQUENCES THAT DON'T WORK:

1. Yelling, threatening, lecturing, scolding.

2. Going overboard on removing valued items, either in terms of
how many or for how long.

3. Not telling the teen when they can expect their item back.
4. Holding grudges

5. Telling teens how disappointed you are in them.

All these actions are inherently disrespectful — they are controlling,
manipulative, or patronizing — and the teenager responds accordingly.
The parent ups the ante, and the kid decides to go down with his ship.

VIl.
GUILT
&
OVER-

IDENTIFICATION

Help parents recognize guilt or

over-identification with their
teen that interferes with
appropriate limit setting.

1. Tolerating disrespect/abuse because of
feeling guilty

e “|feel bad because of how his dad treats him.”

e “He’s already been through enough with the divorce and moving and

Moo ”

e “I'm hardly home in the evenings during the week so | don’t want to

spend that time arguing.”

Tolerating disrespect/abuse because of feeling guilty is like throwing
good money after bad.

"Unpack” this whole dynamic taking place between parent and teenager,
and help the parent to treat the two things as separate: one, her feelings
of guilt, and two, her concerns about her teen’s mood or behavior.

Ask the parent if she has ever candidly told her son that she feels bad
because her life choices have meant extra stress for him. The reason for
this is that if the parent can say directly, in words, about how she feels,
about her guilt, then it reduces the press to act on it.

If she hasn't, would she be willing to do that? You may need to coach her
on how to have that conversation. Let her know too that how well she
articulates the issue matters less than the fact that she is trying to say
something about it in the first place. Kids appreciate that.




Some parents whose life choices have made their kids’ lives harder
feel a need to even up life’s balance sheet. They are probably going
to be a little too ready to overlook problematic behavior, bail their
kid out of situations, and make excuses for them.

Talk with them about finding other ways of expressing their regrets
so that they are free emotionally to make the parenting choices they
want to be making, not the ones they hope will make their teenager
"feel” better.

An example of what they could say to their son or daughter would be...

“I'm sorry I couldn’t give you something better
than this but you can either hold my feet to the
coals for the next several years, or join me in
trying to do something about it.”

2. Guilt induced by manipulation

oYou'e so mean.
oHow come you don't feel sorry for me?

ol can’t believe you don’t trust me!

"Oh now you're going to start punishing me for being in a
bad mood. That's really good parenting, mom.”

What might you suggest to the parent?
What would you suggest to the teen?




As the therapist, you may need to address the abandonment of a spouse by

3. Over-identification with the teenager B identified parent:

¢ (to the dad) “What do you do when Zach says those things to his
+ Vicarious pleasure in seeing spouse being disrespected / mom?”

losing control.
9 ¢ “What stops you from taking a stronger stand?”

o "What keeps you from joining with his mom on the issue in a more
obvious way that your son will recognize?”

It's not enough for a parent to say, “I heard what you said to mom and
¢ (to the mother)”What do you feel you need your husband to do at

it's not okay to treat people like that.” That mom needs more visible
those times?”

support from her spouse.
¢ (to the dad) “Can you do that? Would you? What would make you

hesitate?”

The parent must not become the
broker between spouse and teen
because as soon as he or she asks the
teen “What happened?” it suggests
that the content of the argument is
more critical than the way in which
the conflict was expressed.

“Whatever you do will be
insignificant, but it is very
important that you do it.”

— Mahatma Gandhi

Talk with parents about the importance of simply “showing up”
for the problem, even if they're not yet sure what to do about it.




| hope you enjoyed this workshop about breaking the cycle
of disrespect in families.

You are welcome to contact me via email if you still have
questions about any of the material -

Please visit my website for free downloads (articles,
handouts for parents) and information on upcoming training
opportunities-




