
teenagers: relationships and behaviour, was published in October.

It shows that in general, research into the teenage years has
emphasised what is problematic, with less research – and so less
guidance – aimed at parents and teenagers facing everyday
challenges. There is a tendency to focus on reducing social
problems, but in fact calls to parenting helplines show parents do
not have to be facing major difficulties to struggle or feel
isolated, particularly in relation to
behaviour and relationship issues. The
majority of existing research is based on
traditional heterosexual two-parent
families, and does not often address the
issues of families affected by disability:
which in itself could be a useful indicator
of areas to target future families research.

In general, how happy parents feel about
their parenting is linked to how they view
their teenager’s development. They can
experience anxiety as teenagers become
more independent, but cope better if they
see increasing independence as an
appropriate and healthy part of adolescent
development and are able to maintain
boundaries between their own feelings
and those of their teenager. Parents
frequently feel most satisfied when they
feel supportive, warm and affectionate
towards their teenager, and see them
develop socially.

For wellbeing of parents, how much
mothers and fathers are involved in
teenagers’ lives, and which parent does
what, appears to be less important than
agreeing on an approach to parenting. Conflict is not necessarily
a bad thing, and can play a useful role in family life, but it is
important how often, with whom, and why conflict happens,
along with how parents manage their own behaviour. Some
parents may benefit from support to cope with this. Teenagers
are more likely to be drawn into arguments between their
parents as a way of coping with their own feelings if they feel
threatened in some way, or if conflict is continual and
antagonistic, but involvement in arguments between parents
does not indicate that the relationship between teenager and
parent is close. Conflict with friends is much more likely to help
young people learn about conflict management since these
arguments usually offer opportunities to practice resolving
conflict to maintain the friendship.

Good communication in families contributes to positive
outcomes for teenagers, with the individual personalities of
parents and teenagers both contributing to the quality of their
relationship. Generally, parents think their teenagers should tell
them more than teenagers think they should, and overestimate
how much they are told. Both parents and teenagers make
judgements over what they feel teenagers should tell parents,
which link to the kind of areas they believe parents have
authority over. Ensuring teenagers feel comfortable about
sharing information about themselves can be more effective in
deterring problem behaviour than trying to impose control over
activities. Mobile phones are viewed positively by both parents
and teenagers, as a means of negotiating movements and
curfews.

After separation and re-partnering, a teenager’s perception of
their relationship with their father can be influenced by their
emotional relationship with their mother. Following divorce, boys
able to maintain boundaries between their own feelings and
their mother’s are less likely to be affected by negative

comments made by their mother about their father.
Relationships with stepfathers are more likely to be close if the
teenager and mother have a close relationship.

Since families affected by disability were not represented in the
research we looked at, we asked some parents of disabled
teenagers, and disabled parents, to reflect on our findings.
Generally, they felt the issues were very similar, regardless of

disability, and that relationships and roles
within the family were key factors.
However, they highlighted some areas
where they felt there were differences.
Parents of disabled teenagers felt both
mothers and fathers are more likely to be
more equally involved in their teenager’s
life. Seeing their teenager develop socially
(rather than in relation to their age) was a
major source of parental satisfaction,
though parents pointed out opportunities
for social development could be limited,
not only by resources but also societal
attitudes. Both parents of disabled
teenagers and disabled parents reported
feeling that more detailed communication
with their teenager can be necessary due
to the nature of the disability.

The first About Families forum was held in
November to explore the implications of
these findings for developing services for
parents. Many agencies who attended
pointed to a policy gap around parenting
in general, and parenting teenagers in
particular. Over 40 delegates from
organisations who work directly with
families, including Parenting across

Scotland, Capability Scotland, Families Need Fathers, Quarriers,
and the National Parent Forum of Scotland, called for parenting
to take a more prominent place on the policy agenda, feeling
that without this, sustainability and continuity of services would
continue to be at risk. This can be a particular issue in
supporting the parents of disabled children, who may experience
longer than average transition stages between services.

Another pressing theme that emerged was how to communicate
findings and information to parents in ways that are engaging and
accessible to different types of families, with the development of
more locally based and informal support – involving other
parents and teenagers – being discussed as a possibility. It is
important to develop and provide services in a non-stigmatising
and accessible way, perhaps by linking parenting support to other
areas of family life such as schooling.

Over the next few months, About Families plans to work with a
number of stakeholders to develop action plans around the
needs they identify arising from the evidence around parenting
teenagers, then to implement and evaluate these. Together, the
organisations and project staff will explore how service users
could be involved in the development of services.

The full report, Parenting teenagers: relationships and behaviour,
and a briefing, are available to download at www.aboutfamilies.org.uk

About Families is a partnership between the Centre for Research on
Families and Relationships (CRFR), Capability Scotland and Parenting
across Scotland. About Families staff are currently working with
project partners to identify which topic around parenting should be
investigated for the second topic cycle
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Making better use of existing
resources to maximise
effectiveness is a key theme for
many at a time of austerity
measures and financial challenge.

It’s also the driving force behind
About Families, a new partnership
that plans to bring together
relevant evidence on parenting
topics and make it available to
voluntary and public sector
agencies, in order to help inform
their service planning so the
changing needs of parents –
including families affected by
disability – can be met more
effectively.

The first report, Parenting

Parenting teenagers:

a rollercoaster ride

Parents of
teenagers can feel
both daunted and
isolated. But
awareness of
existing research
could help agencies
develop better
support services, as
Karen Mountney
explains

“Parenting teenage children
is probably the most
difficult, challenging, tearful
but rewarding task there can
be. Indeed family
relationships are at the
heart of much which is right
in society, and also of much
that goes wrong. This new
research by About Fam ilies
on parenting teens is right at
the heart of the debate.
Particularly in these
challenging financial times,
the insights from the
research should be a beacon
lighting the way to more
effective approaches by
public and voluntary services
- and by parents”

Robert Brown, M SP


