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Introduction

Every family is unique and special in both their 
history and the values they want to impart to future 
generations, as well as how they express love and 
relate to one another. While each family is unique 
and special, many families struggle with the stress of 
raising children in today’s fast-paced and demanding 
environment. The internet provides an immense 
amount of information, promising solutions to various 
problems	and	a	seemingly	infinite	number	of	opinions	
about the ‘correct’ way to raise children. However, 
it can be hard for parents to cut through the noise 
and	find	factual	information	upon	which	to	base	their	
parenting decisions.

Today’s modern families are dynamic. In many families,  
both parents work outside the home. In other  
families, a single mother or father may be head of the 
household, while in others it is a grandparent. There 
may be two mothers or two fathers. Furthermore, 
the children in the family may be biological siblings, 
siblings through adoption, sibling because two parents 
have blended their families together, or a combination 
of	all	of	the	above.	The	definition	of	family	is	becoming	
more inclusive in the 21st century, allowing bonds of 
love	and	shared	responsibility	 to	define	family	more	
than pure legal nomenclature.

These changes are liberating to many families, while 
simultaneously demanding new ways to meet the 
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challenges all parents face in raising happy and 
healthy children. Proactive Parenting is a parenting 
theory focused on preventing or limiting the most 
common behavioural problems during childhood 
and adolescence. The method is deeply rooted in 
developmental science and guided by emerging 
research	 and	 scientific	 discovery.	 This	 allows	 the	
techniques and tools of Proactive Parenting to be 
applied to every type of family with success. Why? 
Because all children follow a developmental trajectory 
that moves them from infancy, to childhood, to 
adolescence,	 and,	 finally,	 into	 adulthood.	 No	 child	
can run before they walk, no child can learn to do 
algebra before understanding multiplication tables,  
and no child can learn to love before experiencing 
love. This means that every parent, regardless of the 
makeup or preferences of the family, can use the tools 
and techniques of Proactive Parenting to guide their 
children towards the values they want them to learn.

Obviously, because development happens sequen-
tially, the earlier Proactive Parenting is started, the 
better the results. It is always easier to prevent or 
limit	 behavioural	 problems	 than	 it	 is	 to	 fix	 them.	
Therefore, it is recommended that parents begin 
Proactive Parenting earlier rather than later. This 
book breaks down the core tenets of Proactive Par-
enting so parents understand why and how they can 
guide their children using the tools and techniques  
to prevent or limit some of the most common behaviour-
al issues that arise during childhood and adolescence.

The book is divided into three parts to help readers 
locate the information most relevant to them in an 
easy,	approachable	manner.	In	order	to	benefit	most	
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from this book, it is recommended to read it in its 
entirety	(with	the	exception	of	chapter	three)	the	first	
time and then use the different sections to plan and 
enact parenting strategies, set limits and discipline, 
and	feel	more	confident	and	in	control	while	growing	
closer with your children.

Chapter one explains how a parent’s role changes 
during adolescence. During childhood, parents directly 
oversee and make all relevant decisions related to 
their	 child’s	 socialization	 and	 welfare.	 However,	
during adolescence, parents must begin to allow their 
developing adolescent to start assuming more control 
and decision-making while suffering the natural 
consequences of their choices, for good and for bad. 
Teens need practice to transition into fully formed, 
functional adults, and will use various guides to help 
them throughout this process.

Chapter two describes the variance that parents can see 
between the chronological age of their child and their 
child’s developmental age. Although chronological 
age is easily measured in years, determining a child’s 
developmental age is more useful in evaluating what 
a child is capable of doing and what expectations are 
appropriate for that particular child in each moment. 
Tools to identify when a child is acting immaturely on 
purpose to avoid responsibility, and when a child is 
still in the process of maturing is explained in detail to 
assist parents in knowing how to approach their child 
in the most effective manner.

Chapter three provides an overview of child devel-
opment related to physical, emotional, intellectual, 
psychosocial, and moral development, so parents 
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can understand what their child is capable of doing 
or being responsible for. Each developmental stage is 
described	generally	and	defined	with	particular	behav-
iours	and	habits	specific	to	each	stage	to	help	parents	
evaluate how their child is progressing. The power of 
understanding your child’s development means you 
can guide your child more successfully by having clear 
expectations based on their abilities and capabilities. 

This chapter is divided into stages so parents can 
easily locate information related to their children. 
The stages include:

• End of childhood (children aged 6-9 years)

• Pre-adolescence (children aged 9-11 years)

• Early adolescence (children aged 11-13 years)

• Middle adolescence (children aged 14-16 years)

• Late adolescence (children aged 17 years and up)

Chapters	 four	 and	 five	 describe	 how	 Proactive	
Parenting is directed and driven by parents to obtain 
the end results they desire, while acknowledging 
and respecting the individual nature and uniqueness 
of each of their children. The focus of Proactive 
Parenting is to prevent or limit behavioural issues, 
while teaching morals and values to raise health and 
happy	 children.	 Proactive	 Parenting	 is	 not	 quick-fix	
system	that	removes	all	conflict	from	families.	Rather,	
the techniques and approaches of Proactive Parenting 
will help parents anticipate when problems will arise, 
how	to	minimize	them,	and	what	to	do	when	children	
are veering into areas that do not match their family’s 
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values. Proactive Parenting is designed for long-lasting 
results. To accomplish this goal, Proactive Parenting has 
three main pillars:

• Discipline and limit-setting

• Flexible parenting technique (techniques that are 
adaptable to the needs of the family)

• Feeling	confident	and	in	control
Each pillar is extensively described, with examples 
to help families begin being proactive. Additionally, 
the importance of using the pillars together to create 
synergy and an internal consistency in the family is 
reviewed.

Chapter six goes deeper into the Proactive Parenting 
theory to describe how teaching morals and values are 
intertwined with each pillar of the method to produce 
long-lasting results. Parents who use Proactive Parenting 
intentionally link values to behaviours, helping their 
children	 internalize	 the	 value	 and	 begin	 to	 practice	
the behaviour independently. This means children are 
more likely to behave appropriately and make value-
based decisions, even when adults are not monitoring 
them, because they understand the importance of 
their actions. This chapter reviews the developmental 
windows that make teaching values effortless, while 
simultaneously improving a child’s behaviour.

Chapter seven integrates all the theoretical informa-
tion, grounding the Proactive Parenting method to 
give clear, directly applicable ways to begin using it 
immediately.	 Specifically,	 this	 chapter	 covers	 three	
central tenets that will help parents achieve their 
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goal of successfully educating their teen with values. 
These tenets include:

• Safety

• Consistency

• Shared responsibility

A visual three-ringed model is presented to help 
parents understand how these tenets are related 
and	interact	with	each	other.	More	specifically,	the	
three-ringed model communicates how parents can 
adapt their parenting techniques and discipline 
throughout adolescence as their teen matures 
from	pre-adolescence	to	 late	adolescence.	Specific	
examples are provided in the text to help parents get 
started. Together, the tenets provide a framework 
to assist parents in creating an internally consistent 
form of parenting that matches the values they 
desire to communicate to their children. 

Additionally, this chapter addresses ‘emerging adults’ 
or adults by chronological age (19-35 years) that are 
struggling to be responsible for themselves personally, 
emotionally,	socially,	and	financially,	and	how	Proac-
tive	Parenting	techniques	can	help	them	finalize	their	
maturation. 

Chapter eight is a special section that addresses how 
adolescents actively propel themselves in their own 
development by searching for guides. In most cases, 
adolescents will choose one or both of their parents 
as guides, but in other situations, teens will choose 
other adults which whom they have a close, reciprocal 
relationship.	 Therefore,	 this	 chapter	 provides	 five	
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specific	 recommendations	 to	 support	 a	 teen’s	 own	
role in their development, as well as how parents can 
assess, monitor, and guide teens through this iterative 
process. 

Chapter nine focuses on the value of prevention rather 
than correction. Children and teens need structure 
and limits to feel secure in taking risks, knowing that 
their parents will only allow them to stretch as far as 
is appropriate and safe for them. When children are 
overindulged	with	 too	much	 influence,	 power,	 food,	
toys, etc, they get used to a high level of attention 
and demand more to the detriment of everyone in the 
family, including themselves. This chapter reviews how 
to avoid overindulgence to raise strong and content 
children, while assuring that all discipline and limit-
setting is educational and productive to supporting a 
healthy self-esteem and self-concept.

Chapter	10	reviews	specific	issues	that	are	negatively	
influencing	adolescents	today.	Each	topic	is	generally	
discussed and addressed, with appropriate Proactive 
Parenting techniques to assist parents in guiding their 
children towards healthy behaviours. 

• Health

• Substance use

• Unhealthy diets

• Education and work

• Fantasy gap

• Internet and social media

• Sexting
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• Cyberbullying

• Social media

• Videogame addictions

• Problematic mobile phone use

Ultimately, this book is intended to help parents feel 
confident	and	in	control	while	watching	their	children	
emerge from adolescence into adulthood, because 
they will be prepared to take on life’s challenges and 
enjoy life’s beauty. Proactive Parenting allows every 
family, regardless of makeup or viewpoint, to use 
these techniques to guide their children in learning the 
morals and values that are appropriate for that family.



PART	ONE:

MY CHILD, 
THE	GREAT	
UNKNOWN	
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01What are our children’s 
needs?

Many parents look at their pre-teens, tweens, and 
teens with wonder and disbelief. In fact, many parents 
struggle to understand what exactly is happening in 
the minds and bodies of their teens. They wonder why 
their child is acting in a particular manner or is making 
decisions that, from the outside, appear to be against 
everything they have been taught. Parents worry that 
their child won’t be successful, happy, or ready to 
take on the responsibilities of being an adult. Some  
parents blame their child for not listening. Other parents 
blame themselves for not parenting well. And other 
parents just give up trying to understand.

Yet, like every generation before them and most likely 
every generation that follows, parents are befuddled 
by the developmental changes in their child that 
happen as rapidly into and through adolescence as 
when their child was a baby. These changes happen:

• On a physical level, with the developmental change 
of puberty.

• On a cognitive level, with the developmental 
change of abstract thought.

• On a social level, with the creation of multiple 
complex relationships outside of the family of origin.
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• On an emotional level, with the investigation and 
exploration of possible vocations and professions, 
as well as beginning romantic relationships and 
courtship.

• On a moral level, in which children learn to control 
their thoughts, words, and behaviours based on an 
internal locus of control that is guided by their 
determination of what is right and wrong. 

It is only natural that parents feel confused watching 
their child go through this process, because it is not 
linear	and	is	filled	with	trials	and	errors.	In	the	same	
way a baby must fall down hundreds of times before 
being able to walk, adolescents must try different 
types of attitudes, behaviours, and reasoning processes 
before	 they	 are	 able	 to	find	 the	ones	 that	 resonate	
with them and who they want to be. As a parent, 
this can be maddening! One day they are a happy-
go-lucky and the next they are brooding. All at once 
they go from not caring about their grades to working 
to score top marks. Or an adolescent may be diligent 
and responsible, then change to being reckless and 
problematic, all within a month. 

The consequences of falling in with the 
wrong crowd

Dave was super-preppy and social. He was involved 
in sports and was a good student. Sometime around 
his 11th grade year of high school, he started 
dressing in baggy clothes, changed his peer group 
from the sporty kids to the skater kids, and began 
recreationally using drugs that were favoured by the 
kids at the skate park. His parents, both university 
professors,	were	puzzled	by	the	abrupt	change.		
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They didn’t think there had been any reason Dave  
would want to make such a drastic change.  
Dave kept his grades up but started missing more 
classes. Due to truancy, he was eventually brought 
to	the	principal’s	office	for	discipline	and	a	locker	
search revealed marijuana in his belongings.

Dave’s parents allowed him to suffer the natural 
consequences of his actions, which included a 
suspension from school, a criminal record that would 
be erased if he did not have any further infractions 
while still a minor, community service, and a severe 
grounding for the remainder of the academic year. 
Dave decided that the ‘coolness’ of following the 
skater	kids	and	their	lifestyle	did	not	fit	with	what	
he wanted to be. His feelings of rebelliousness were 
limited by his need for approval from his parents 
and his desire to get into a good college. By the 
beginning of his senior year, Dave was back to being 
into sports and dressing preppily, and had decided 
to	fill	his	time	with	a	role	in	the	school	play.	While	
there he hit it off with the director of the play and 
decided to take more courses in the arts.

No	 matter	 how	 puzzled	 parents	 are	 about	 their	
child, the good news is that adolescents know this 

“MOST	ADOLESCENTS	DEEPLY	
CRAVE	INFORMATION	ABOUT	HOW	
TO	LIVE,	AND	ARE	TRYING	TO	
CONNECT	WITH	ROLE	MODELS	TO	
GUIDE	THEM	TOWARDS	WHO	THEY	
HOPE TO BE.”
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tempestuous	 time	 is	 a	 journey	 to	 find	 themselves	
and decide who they really are. They are active 
participants in their own development. All the ups and 
downs are meant to direct them towards becoming 
the person they want to be. Contrary to how it may 
sometimes appear, adolescents are not only motivated 
and excited about new technology, designer clothes, 
or fancy things. Money, prestige, or popularity does 
not	fill	the	minds	of	most	adolescents	on	most	days.	
Most adolescents deeply crave information about how 
to live, and are trying to connect with role models to 
guide them towards who they hope to be. They are 
searching to feel comfortable in their own skin. The 
adage, “You don’t know what you don’t know,” is never 
more true than during adolescence. In many cases, 
teens feel compelled to say what they think adults 
want to hear. Or they may decide it is more satisfying 
to disagree with everything just to elicit a response. 
In either case, it is common that the adolescent has 
absolutely no idea about the best course of action or 
how to behave until he or she as had the chance to try 
out a particular behaviour.

When expectations obstruct your 
child’s professional future

Having worked in the medical profession for a long 
time, it may surprise you to know that I have met a 
lot of doctors who tell me they don’t actually enjoy 
being a doctor. In one clinic I worked with a doctor 
who had little more than a year of experience in 
practice. Julia was beautiful and smart. She was 
a paediatrician with long blonde hair, a wonderful 
position in a private practice, and was earning a 
good living. It appeared she had it all and was at 
the top of her game.
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Yet Julia told me on more than one occasion that if 
she had know what being a paediatrician actually 
was, day-to-day, she would never have chosen 
her profession. She said she was a doctor because 
everyone lit up around her when she declared her 
major. For Julia, the coursework was easy, her good 
looks helped her clinical rotations because mostly 
male teaching professors treated her well, and her 
sunny	 disposition	 kept	 her	 from	 having	 conflicts	
with	 others.	 However,	 she	 did	 not	 feel	 satisfied	
by her profession. She didn’t like the monotony 
of the typical complaints of the patients, she 
didn’t like the billing that was involved in modern 
day practice, and she didn’t really like children 
because she found them messy and smelly. 

How could this have happened? Well, Julia was the 
first	person	 from	her	 family	 to	attend	university.	
She was bright and achieved many scholarships. 
Her	affinity	for	maths	and	science	put	her	at	the	top	
of her class. For Julia and her family, a doctor was 
someone special, with a lot of education, and to be 
respected. Those were all things Julia wanted to  
be — special, educated, and respected. It seemed 
like	a	perfect	fit.	Her	parents	and	family	were	happy,	
she was able to do the work the course demanded, 
and she passed all her exams and residencies with 
ease, which made her feel she was going to become 
the person she desired to be. Everyone was telling 
her this. However, outside of the student part and 
residency, Julia had never spent time talking to a 
physician to know how the work was emotional, 
repetitive, and way more responsibility than one 
could ever imagine. Additionally, Julia didn’t have 
younger siblings and had never really been around 
children, so working with them when they were ill 
and feisty was an unpleasant surprise. 
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In the end, Julia found herself being something 
everyone told her would be fantastic, but feeling 
let down by the choice. How could this be? Julia 
didn’t	 take	 time	to	figure	out	who	she	was	 from	
her own desires and dreams. Instead, she poured 
herself into the mould that others said would be 
best. She didn’t have the opportunity to build 
a relationship with a guide who could help her 
visualize	 herself	 in	 the	 role.	 Was	 it	 a	 mistake?	
Well, yes and no. Julia had studied and worked 
hard	to	achieve	a	goal	that	was	unfulfilling	—	that	
probably feels like a mistake. However, she had 
a	 great	 career	 with	 financial	 stability,	 prestige,	
and power — those aren’t the worst outcomes to a 
less-than-perfect decision. Yet not everyone is as 
fortunate as Julia, and may not experience such a 
stable ending.

1. Teens seek guidance from those 
around them 

Unfortunately,	the	search	to	find	oneself	is	not	always	
clear.	 Rarely	 do	 teens	 wake	 up	 one	 morning	 with	 a	
perfect vision of who they want to be, how they want 
to live, and clear ideas about the important things in 
life. And, even if they did, it would be hard for them 
to determine how to achieve those goals without life 
experience and a long-term outlook to guide them. 
Therefore, teens look to different types of role models 
to guide them. The obvious, most frequently chosen 
guides	 are	 parents.	 Normally,	 teens	 have	 a	 positive	
relationship with one or both parents, which makes 
choosing them as a guide a natural and positive 
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experience. However, if a teen chooses not to select a 
parent as a guide, then grandparents, aunts and uncles, 
older siblings, teachers, sport coaches, church clergy, 
neighbours, community members, and older kids are 
just a few examples of other suitable role models. 

Although adolescents are in charge of their own 
development,	they	cannot	do	it	alone.	In	order	to	find	
themselves, adolescents seek out relationships with 
adults. Teens look at different adults and identify 
characteristics they want to learn or adopt. Then,  
if the teen can build a close, mutual relationship with 
the adult, he or she will watch, learn and practice 
that particular characteristic in order to know more 
about it. Teens grow close to an adult to know: 

• Why does this adult have this characteristic? 

• How do they employ it in their life? 

• What works? 

• What doesn’t work? 

“RARELY	DO	TEENS	WAKE	UP	ONE	
MORNING	WITH	A	PERFECT	VISION	
OF	WHO	THEY	WANT	TO	BE,	HOW	
THEY	WANT	TO	LIVE,	AND	CLEAR	
IDEAS	ABOUT	THE	IMPORTANT	
THINGS	IN	LIFE.”
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From this point, the teen will want to start trying 
out this characteristic in their own life, or choose 
to	disregard	it	if	it	doesn’t	feel	like	a	good	fit.	The	
closer and more mutual the relationship is between 
the adult and teen, the more information is available 
to the teen. A close, mutual relationship enables the 
teen to better understand the characteristic and 
adopt it more easily.

2. What teens look for in their guides 

Teens want to know if being honest is worth it. They’d 
like to know if you really need to work hard in school to 
get a good job, or whether it is more important to have 
well-connected	friends.	They	are	interested	to	find	out	
if being kind makes a person look stupid. They want to 
know if it is better to cultivate healthy relationships 
with others or just use people to get what you want. 
They crave to be heard and understood, and wonder  
if they have to listen to, and understand, others. They 
are	searching	for	ways	to	resolve	conflict	that	maintains	
the dignity of both parties. They covet empathy but 
wonder what it is good for. They are searching to 
find	 out	 if	 there	 really	 is	 justice.	 They	 are	 longing	
to discover how to balance the lives they present on 
social media with how they really feel and want to 
be. They are curious to know if there is a difference 
between ‘legal’ and ‘right’. They struggle to grasp 
if the term ‘wrong’ only applies when one is caught. 
They yearn to learn what love is and how to both give 
and receive it. Most importantly, they are searching to 
discover how all of this relates to them and the person 
they want to be.

Obviously, teens aren’t going to ask their guides these 
questions directly. Instead, when they see that you 
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have received the wrong change at the cash register, 
they will ask why you gave the cashier back the 
extra money rather than keep it. This question is 
loaded because they are really asking about honesty, 
kindness, justice, right and wrong, and autonomy. A 
guide, taking this open opportunity, can explain that 
they felt it was right to give back the extra change, 
even if no one else knew. They could go on to talk 
about how the cashier would have a problem with the 
boss at the end of the shift when the money didn’t 
add up correctly, and may lose his or her job if this 
has happened before. Additionally, everyone makes 
mistakes from time to time and it’s nice to know that 
others can help us out when those mistakes happen, 
so	the	world	isn’t	so	mean	and	scary.	Or,	on	the	flip	
side, if the guide puts the money in their pocket and 
doesn’t say anything to the cashier, they are conveying 
a very different message to the teen about those very 
same questions. As a result, the teen will evaluate 
what happened and what they want to learn and take 
from the situation. 

An adolescent’s unique development, particularly 
cognitively with the ability to think abstractly, is what 
makes them search for answers. They are no longer 
constrained by the rules and limits placed on them 
by their families or communities. They now have the 
ability to think about ideas from multiple perspectives, 
anticipate multiple outcomes to different hypothesis, 
and choose different methods to evaluate the goodness 
of their acts. However, they lack lived experience to 
inform their thinking. This is where guides come in  
to	 help	 them	 find	 out	 more	 about	 what	 they	 are	
searching for. Guides provide the context, background, 
and physical demonstration of the abstract concepts 
listed above. Without guides, teens lack the lived 
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experience to understand what they are seeing. 
The concepts they desire to understand remain two-
dimensional	and	are	difficult	to	pick	up	because	they	
lack body and substance. However, when those same 
concepts are embodied in a living person, they become 
three-dimensional and alive. Teens can walk around 
the characteristic, view it from all angles, evaluate it 
in context and situation, and, because it is living in a 
person, ask questions and get answers. The medium of 
the human embodiment of a characteristic allows the 
message to be transferred easily.

3. When teens don’t connect with a guide

All teens need guides. Failure to have a close, mutual 
relationship with a guide will stunt an adolescent’s 
development. However, there are various reasons why 
teens do not search for or engage with guides. Usually, 
failure to search for guides is related to three main 
causes:

1. Sometimes teens feel so comfortable in their 
development it doesn’t seem necessary to mature 
further. They enjoy all the privileges they desire 
and do not want to take on more responsibility. 
Therefore, they’re not interested in building 
mutual relationships with anyone. Instead, they 
focus in on themselves and search only for their 
own desires, regardless of the cost to others. 

2. In other cases, teens choose inappropriate 
guides with whom they have limited contact. In 
these cases, the teen cannot get close enough 
to understand why the guide has chosen their 
particular behaviours and characteristics. There is 
no mutual relationship between the adult and teen. 
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Often, the teen has put the adult on a pedestal 
as the image of perfection and aspires to be a 
copy of them. This can happen when teens choose 
sport	stars,	social	media	influencers,	musicians,	or	
distant adults (such as estranged parents or family 
members) as guides. In these cases, the teen can 
only look at the façade of the adult and mimic it, 
but doesn’t understand the context and situation 
behind it. 

3. The third reason teens do not engage with guides 
is when there are no adults willing to engage in a 
mutual relationship with them. This can happen in 
broken families where children have limited super-
vision, in situations where children are problematic 
and adults move away to avoid the drama, or when 
there truly is a dearth of positive adults present in 
a teen’s life. This situation can be the most proble-
matic, because though the teen may reach out for 
relationships, there’s no one there to meet them. 
On top of being bad for development, this rejection 
can affect an adolescent’s self-esteem, self-concept, 
and perception of self-worth.

When the absence of a role model 
causes conflictive behaviour

At age 17, Joseph was struggling in a large high 
school of more than 2,500 pupils. He was from 
a modest single-parent family but attended an 
affluent	school	due	to	public	school	zoning.	While	
other students sought and found refuge in a big 
school population by joining clubs, sports, or groups, 
Joseph was always apart. He sat alone at lunch,
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wandered alone during breaks, and was a frequent 
visitor	 to	 the	 school	 office	 for	 infractions,	
tardiness, and general disrespect to teachers, 
staff, and peers. Joseph was commonly in trouble 
for	 alcohol,	 drugs,	 fighting,	 and	 truancy.	 His	
mother was struggling with her own concerns, and 
the school did not get a lot of support from her 
regarding Joseph’s behavioural issues.

I got to know Joseph quite well because he came 
to	the	health	office	frequently	with	somatic-type	
complaints, such as headaches and stomach aches. 
Not	being	able	to	pinpoint	the	causes	of	his	pain,	
and with the frequency of visits, it appeared Joe 
was	 using	 the	 health	 office	 to	 avoid	 class.	 Since	
the	job	of	the	health	office	is	to	get	kids	healthy	
and	back	to	class,	we	would	fix	him	up	and	send	
him	 on	 his	 way.	 Joseph	 finished	 the	 end	 of	 his	
schooling and barely graduated. He left school 
with no concrete plans for his future.

About a year after graduation, Joseph showed up 
at	 the	 door	 of	my	 office	 in	 full	 Marine	 uniform.	
He came by to say hi and to apologise for wasting 
my time during his schooling. He explained that he 
struggled in high school because he felt invisible, 
was unsure of how to be a man, and was angry  
at the world for leaving him behind. He told me 
that	the	health	office	was	the	only	place	he	was	
able to be heard, see people who actually looked 
at him and not his misdeeds, and showed him what 
respect was.

He explained to me that by chance he bumped 
into a Marine recruiter and signed up. He told 
me he hated basic training but also loved it.
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He said it was the hardest thing he had ever done, 
both mentally and physically. He was taught he 
had value, that he was important to a team, 
that he had mentors to follow and learn from. 
He	 learned	 that	 he	 benefited	 from	his	 own	 hard	
work and suffered the consequences from his own 
mistakes. Joe told me he had found out who he 
was	and	where	he	fitted	into	the	world.	From	this	
vantage point, Joe saw his previous struggles and 
understood	he	had	been	unable	to	finish	maturing	
cognitively, socially, emotionally, and morally, 
because he had not been able to connect with a 
guide	to	help	him	find	his	way.	The	ridged	discipline	 
and routine of the military, along with the clear and 
structured hierarchy, had given Joe the tools he 
needed	to	finish	his	development	into	an	adult.

Obviously, most adolescents aren’t as deeply isolated 
as Joseph was, however, the importance of connecting 
in relationships with guides is a key point for continued 
development during adolescence. Without guides, 

“THE	IMPORTANCE	OF	
CONNECTING	IN	RELATIONSHIPS	
WITH	GUIDES	IS	A	KEY	POINT	
FOR	CONTINUED	DEVELOPMENT	
DURING	ADOLESCENCE.	
WITHOUT	GUIDES	TEENS	
CANNOT	FINISH	THEIR	GROWTH	
AND	DEVELOPMENT	TOWARDS	
ADULTHOOD.”
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teens	 cannot	 finish	 their	 growth	 and	 development	
towards adulthood. If we watch our teens closely, we 
can see them reaching out to us, family members, 
friends, teachers, coaches, or other community 
members in order to build relationships. It is as if 
they intrinsically know that these relationships are 
what they need. Our job as parents is to be open and 
accepting of these relationships, and to foster them 
to the best of our abilities. From that point, our teens 
will guide the way.

4. Teens prefer a negative guide to no 
guide at all

Up to this point we have discussed the importance of 
guides in a positive way. And, for healthy growth and 
development through the teen years, positive guides 
who are sincerely interested in having a relationship 
with our teens, based on mutual respect, love, and/
or friendship, are going to help them through this 
process. However, the reality is that this process can 
work backwards as well.

Teens	who	are	not	able	to	find	positive	adult	guides	
to help them through adolescence will still need to 
find	 guides.	 And,	 unfortunately,	 these	 individuals	
can end up seeking adults with less-than-honourable 
intentions. Gang members and drug dealers are always 
on the lookout for such people. Why? These teens are 
easy prey. They are searching for a guide with whom 
they can create a close relationship. And the negative 
adult is looking to create new relationships with 
those	who	are	vulnerable.	At	first	glance	this	negative	
relationship can appear open and free, but it is not. 
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The	teen	has	a	developmental	need	to	find	someone	
that can provide examples of how to live in this world 
and answer the important questions presented earlier 
in this chapter. Yet, the negative adult’s interest in 
the teen is manipulative. The needs of the teen are 
greater than the negative adult, and the adult uses this 
power differential to sway the teen into destructive 
behaviours. The independence and freedom of the 
teen (which should be the outcome of adolescence) is 
subjugated to the needs of the negative adult.

When lack of family stability can lead 
to tragic consequences

Jamie’s	 parents	 struggled	 financially	 and	 with	
alcoholism. From a young age Jamie struggled in 
school because of learning delays caused by her 
mother drinking during pregnancy. For Jamie, home 
was stressful as well as school. She did not feel safe 
at home because of the volatility of her parents’ 
moods and drunkenness. In school she felt stupid 
being stuck in the low reading and maths groups. 
She cringed every time she had to read out loud or 
speak publicly. In order to release her frustration 
and stress, while feeling some level of control, 
Jamie	 created	 conflict	 among	 her	 classmates	
throughout her education. She was aggressive 
and moody. Teachers distrusted her because she 
disrupted the classroom. When she was disciplined, 
her parents were not easily reached, and soon the  
school began suspending her for infractions. With 
these types of issues, Jamie wasn’t involved  
with extra-curricular activities and slowly moved 
to the edges of school life.
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As the academic years passed, Jamie fell further 
behind her classmates because she wasn’t receiv-
ing the appropriate support for her learning delays. 
As a result, she began avoiding school altogether. 
The pressure of being in classes that she could not 
academically	manage	was	too	difficult	to	bear.	She	
left home in the morning so her parents thought  
she was at school, but did not go to class. In-
stead, she hung around town with a group of older 
teens and young adults, and a few older men. The 
men sold low-level drugs, such as marijuana and 
recreational use of the teens’ and young adults’  
Ritalin	 and	Adderall	 to	 the	 town’s	population.	 In	
return, the men paid the group for their prescrip-
tion drugs with alcohol, food, and petty cash, 
while covering for them when adults asked why 
they were not in school. The older men were able 
to manipulate Jamie to get her to lie to her doctor 
so	her	dosage	of	Ritalin	was	increased.	This	allowed	
her to bring the men more pills to sell.

In	the	beginning,	Jamie	felt	wonderful.	She	finally	
had a place to be with people who were happy 
to see her. The other teens and young adults had 
similar	backgrounds	and	were	non-judgmental.	No	
one cared that she didn’t read well or struggled 
with maths. The men allowed her to be part of the 
group and only asked her to share her prescription 
medication with them. She didn’t like taking it, so 
she was happy to exchange it for friendship.

However, being in this environment put Jamie at 
risk. She began using marijuana to pass the time, 
and	 instead	 of	 collecting	 money	 for	 her	 Ritalin	
pills, she traded them for pot. As her addiction 
progressed and began to include other drugs, 
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Jamie began trading sex acts with the men to obtain 
her desired drugs. Since Jamie was at the mercy of 
these men to get what she desired, practicing safe 
sex wasn’t always a priority. In less than a year, 
Jamie was pregnant, using drugs and alcohol while 
pregnant, and had untreated sexually transmitted 
diseases that put her health and the health of her 
baby at risk.

Jamie was unprepared to care for her baby and 
unable to identify the father of her child to seek 
financial	 support.	 As	 a	 result,	 she	 moved	 on	 to	
welfare to pay for her basic needs and that of 
her baby. Although Jamie was able to receive 
appropriate medical care, she was not able to get 
out of the cycle of addiction. She continued to be 
a buyer of the products her ‘friends’ sold, but was 
socially isolated, as she had nothing to offer her 
previous group since she could not provide any 
more pills and other girls had taken her place.

In situations such as this, negative adults can 
manipulate teens into thinking that a relationship 
is mutual, open, and free. However, the negative 
adults are manipulating the young people and telling 
them what they want to hear in order to obtain 
whatever it is they want. In this case, the adults 
were looking for prescriptions medication to resell 
for recreational use, looking for new users, and, at 
least in the case of Jamie, sexual favours. There 
was no way for Jamie to be able to evaluate their 
true	desires	because	she	was	too	focused	on	finding	
adults to connect with so she could explore who 
she was and move forward in her development. The 
abuse and misuse of power within the teen/guide 
relationship proved to be life altering for Jamie.
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Jamie’s situation could have been different if she had 
been able to connect with guides in settings other than 
her	 family.	Not	all	parents	or	 families	are	willing	or	
able to be guides for their children because they are 
struggling with their own issues. In the case of Jamie, 
her parents were overwhelmed with alcoholism and 
poverty. However, teens can connect with other adults 
such as teachers, coaches, neighbours, or members of 
their extended family. The important part is that the 
relationship is open, mutual, and based on respect. 
When teens are unable to locate an adult willing to 
be	a	healthy	guide,	they	will	seek	someone	to	fill	that	
need. And, as in the case of Jamie, those guides may 
be negative. An important part of parenting during 
adolescence is being available and a good role model so 
our children choose us as guides. Additionally, helping 
them into situations and settings where they have an 
array of other healthy guides to chose from is also 
important, in the event that our child is searching for 
someone else or we are unable to meet their needs.

Remember!

• It’s important to be open to being a guide for 
your son or daughter.

“NOT	ALL	PARENTS	OR	FAMILIES	
ARE	WILLING	OR	ABLE	TO	BE	
GUIDES	FOR	THEIR	CHILDREN	
BECAUSE	THEY	ARE	STRUGGLING	
WITH	THEIR	OWN	ISSUES.”
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• Foster close, mutual relationships with other 
adults who can be positive role models, such as 
grandparents, aunts and uncles, older siblings, 
close family friends, coaches, teachers, etc.

• Remember	 that	 guides	 do	 not	 direct	 a	 teen’s	
development but rather help the teen discover 
what and who he or she wants to be.

• Help teens identify the difference between 
positive and negative guides by teaching them 
about power differentials and manipulation.


