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ocial workers, youth workers, counsellors
and mental health workers are increasingly
taking up the challenge of supporting parents
of troubled (and troublesome) adolescents.
However, in taking on this role, the caring
professions often find that after a short time the parents
they are trying to help become angry and despairing and
refuse any more support.

Personal familiarity and frustration with this dead-
end dilemma led Richard Brook, a social worker with
20 years experience, to try to find a solution.

Now offering workshops nationwide on how
professions can reach out to parents, Brook believes that
the main reason parents reject advice and help is because
thev see the professional as an outsider who is telling
them what to do.

‘Even the best advice when delivered carelessly, can
backfire as it raises parents’ natural defences and their
instinct to protect the family from threats and disruption
by outsiders,” says Brook, who is a senior practitioner
with a youth offending team based in Norwich.

‘Communication can easily start off on the wrong
foot so that any help offered is doomed to failure from
the beginning.’

As part of the workshop, called Supporting Parents
of Troubled Teenagers, Brook teaches professionals
how to fine-tune communicarion with the parent so they
are more able to accept help.

‘Remember that before professionals get involved with
a family, there has usually been years of parents struggling
to cope —we are usually dealing with very stressed people
who feel they have tried everything,” he adds.

The idea behind the workshop is that people are at
their best when their needs are being met, and at their
worst (or unhealthiest) when they aren’t.

In order that professionals can convey advice in a
way thar is more acceptable, Brook has come up with
five key points.

1. lluminate the problem

To do this, listen carefully and respectfully to the parent.
Only interrupt for clarification. Once they have had
their say, reflect back to them your understanding of the
problem. Be curious about why the issue is occurring
without being too interrogating, and normalise what is
happening without being patronising,.

2. Highlight strengths and resources

Once vou have a clear idea whar the problem is,
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encourage the parent to see how they have solved similar
problems in the past, or solved part of the problem. If you
have noticed any specific strengths in the parent, highlight
them and speculate on other qualities the parent might
have which would help them solve this problem.

3. Offer hope and optimism
Giving hope that real change is possible will make it
much more likely that the parent will have the confidence
to make changes. For example, you could mention that
most families get through the rough patches, and teens
often grow out of offending or being difficult. Remind
the parents of when they were teenagers themselves and
how hard it was.

4. Give advice indirectly

By giving advice indirectly, you avoid raising the
parents’ defences. Indirect advice also allows the parent
to visualise a solution for themselves.

For example, describe how ather people solved a
similar problem (‘A family I once knew ... }, or give
advice as if from a third party (‘Some psychologists say
you should ...” ). You can also use personal experience
of things vou tried yourself if you have teenagers. After
delivering the indirect advice, emphasise that the parent
has a choice by reminding them that they might find a
better way to do it themselves.

5. Challenge gently

If parents’ attempts to solve a problem are inappropriate
or harmful, it is best to challenge gently. If you are too
forceful, you may lose rapport.

For instance, tell them about your experience of
similar situations {‘In my experience, parents who ... find
the resultis ... "). You can also mention what a third party
opinion is likely to be, for example, ‘a child protection
officer might be concerned with that ... perhaps we need
to look at how can we get the court off your back?” You
can also word advice so that it seems you aren’t telling
them anything new — for instance, ‘T think you don’t need
me to tell you that ... isn’t working’.

One theme that Brook finds occurs very often is that
parents who have troublesome teenagers haven’t
adapted their parenting style as the child grows older.
‘A parent needs to gradually let go during the teenage
vears as teenagers naturally develop a powerful need
for autonomy. However, instead of loosening the reigns
a little, when things are happening that they don't like,
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‘However, when I invited the parents to listen and
really try to understand the boy’s point of view, things
started to change. Because he was given the opportunity
to be heard and understood, the boy felt a lot of the
pressure he was under disappear. As he felt he was given
more autonomy just by being fully heard, he began to
entertain the idea that he would return to school.”

In another case, Brook describes how the parents of
a 15-year-old girl asked for professional help in dealing
with their daughter who was staying our late, drinking
and not abiding by house rules.

“There had been lots of angry words and slamming
doors between the mother and daughrer, but after I had
a casual chat with the mother about how young people
can become rebellious if they don’t feel they are given

be isolating for teenagers who have enormous challenges
and changes to negotiate in their transition o adulthood.

“There is also great emphasis on material goods and
image, so that some teenagers are well aware they are
worse off than others. In addition, there is more weight
than ever on academic success at school, combined with
a general decline in the stability of family life.

“With all of these challenges to deal with, teenagers
definitely still need their parents, but being an observer
and advisor who intervenes gently and unobtrusively
generally gets a better result than going in straightaway
with an authoritarian approach.’

Visit Mindfields.org.uk for more information on Richard Brook’s
workshop Supporting Parents of Troubled Teenagers — proven skills
and techniques that improve family functioning.
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