
 

Parents are vital in helping teens through tough times.  Be on the lookout for 

their struggles, ask questions, empathise and problem solve WITH not for them.

I talked with the students at your school recently about 

how they could cope with stress and 

tough times.  We talked about 

understanding our brains, how to 

avoid making things worse and how 

to cope.  Parents are vital in helping 

teens through difficult times, and can help significantly.  

Here are some ideas for how to do this. 

Understand that many teens do find life difficult: 

Teens struggle with school (assignments, exams, 

looming deadlines), friend issues (feeling on the outer, 

dealing with conflict, feeling worried about their 

friends), relationships (break ups, decisions, feeling 

lonely about being single), body image (for many young 

women this is ongoing), their future and just feeling 

down.    They don’t always tell us that they feel worried, 

insecure and down, but just act moodily instead.  It 

helps to see the pain underneath the irritability. 

Check in regularly and ask questions: One of the most 

important things parents can do is to take the time to 

just ask the teenager how they are going.  Ask how they 

are feeling about friends, school, relationships, future, 

themselves.  Also ask about feelings, for example: “any 

bits of today that were worrying?”, “What part of the 

day felt best/worst to you today?” They might not 

always want to share lots of information – don’t nag and 

pester – but don’t give up asking either.  Casually, and 

with care, keep checking in every week or so.  Make 

excuses to go on drives with teens, walk the dog 

together, be folding laundry while they are on facebook, 

weeding while they shoot hoops etc – try to put yourself 

in places where conversations happen. 

Always Empathise First: If a teen expresses stress, 

worry or sadness – our first response must be empathy.  

Sometimes this goes against our instincts.  Instead we 

will want to give advice (“well, maybe you should…..”) 

or to reassure (“it’s not that bad, just think about……”).  

Unfortunately if we jump into advice giving or 

reassuring before we have fully heard their pain, they 

will disconnect. So don’t reassure or give advice yet.  

Just empathise.  Say, “I’m really sorry to hear you feel 

like that”, “That sounds hard” or “I’m sure I’d feel really 

upset if that was me”.  Keep doing it until the teen feels 

heard.  This might take some time. 

Brain storm/problem solve WITH not FOR them: 

Once a teen feels understood, sometimes they are open 

to parents problem solving or brainstorming with them.  

This means asking questions to help them think the 

issue through, not telling them what to do.  Questions 

that help this process are “is there anything I can do?”, 

“what do you think would help in this situation”, “What 

would make this a little better”, and “What are your 

options?” 

Look out for Sleep, Exercise and Nutrition:  Sleep, 

exercise and nutrition all have a major impact on our 

mood as humans. If teens can get a bit of extra sleep, a 

little bit more physical activity and healthier food intake 

into their day, then often they cope 

much better.  Suggest they go for 

walks with friends, help them have 

healthy food available and get 

phones out of bedrooms if at all 

possible! 

Get them talking to others: Stressed teens need a 

community of supportive adults around them, not just 

parents.  Parents can proactively set up appointments 

with school counsellors, year level co-ordinators, a GP, 

psychologist or even organise for an aunt/uncle/family 

friend to take the teen out for a chat.  Even if the teen 

seems reluctant, gently pushing teens to be connected 

with other supportive adults in their life  – can be the 

most important thing a parent does. 

Finally, if you are worried about your teen, get 

support and ideas yourself.   Talk with other parents, 

come in to talk with teachers yourself,  talk with your 

GP, visit myself (or another psychologist) for advice.   

Parenting teens is a hugely tough job and you need all 

the support you can get.   Good luck!   

For more ideas and free short videos/articles on 

supporting teens with sleep, friendship, stress and social 

networking go to www.developingminds.net.au 

http://www.developingminds.net.au/

