Transformations in the family when their children go through adolescence.
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Before discussing the transformations in the family when their children reach puberty, let us go back a little to the evolution of species, comment the family life of some mammals & discuss the evolution of the human family up to our days, with it's psychosocial implications that seem important to me.


The hamsters, whose average life time is 2 years, are born after 2 weeks of gestation; the father warns up the babies while the mother goes after food (sunflower seeds, peanuts, etc). After 3-4 weeks the small ones become adults & then they have to be separated from their mother because together they fight, even kill each other, frequently by biting.


On the other hand, dogs & cats have a different family life: the father takes no role, since birth, in the care taking of the babies. After 6-8 weeks the little dogs & cats are already totally independent of their mother for the rest of their lives.


The sagui monkey only exits in South & Central America; they measure 12-30 cm (4,7 - 11,8 inches); their tail is 20 cm (7,8 inches) long & they weigh between 70-900g (0,15 - 1,98 ponds). They live in family groups of 4 to 14 members.


The pregnancy lasts for 140 days & their average lifetime is 12 years. These little monkeys serve as example for human family life.


The adult male has the task of  protection & defense. With each pregnancy 2 small ones are born; stay attached day & night mainly to the father & to the mother when they breastfeed. The whole family unites to protect the babies against any danger & they are extremely caring with the small ones. The female eats first because she has the most important role: reproduction & nutrition; after her eat the children & the adolescents, & finally eats the father & the adult brothers. 


Only the chief couple has sexual relations in the group: all the others, descendents of this couple are forbidden to do so. The mother reprimands physically the females & the father the males. The marriage is permanent & unique: when the young ones want to mate they form new groups.


So we can see, that the more elevated the species, longer time the parents will spend with their children. But in no animal species parents & children stay together for a lifetime. As soon as the young ones become independent, they leave the parents; 2 generations cohabiting becomes stressful for the animals, unless there is a special aim to be obtained or a special function to be performed. 


In our world, with the "homo sapiens" there are other factors to be considered. The human newborn is born with a less mature brain than other mammals; the baby, later the child & adolescent stay dependent for a much longer time on their parents than in the animal kingdom. The human maturing process is the longest among the living species on earth - 25% of their lives; considering 80 years of life expectancy & 20 years of maturing process.


The maturing of the hamster is 4% of his total life, that of dogs & cats is 14,2% & of the sagui monkey - species that comes in evolution before us is 16,6%.


Beside these facts, in the human species, along with physical maturing come education, culture & tradition - all of these have to be secured by the family today. Frequently, sons & daughters remain at home after physical maturity, mainly in my impression, in Latin Countries.


Necessary adaptations in the familiar structure, to deal with adolescent’s tasks are so important & basic that the family is transformed from a unity which protects children, into one which is a center of preparation for the entrance of the adolescent into the world full of adult responsibilities.


This familiar metamorphosis generally begins with the adolescent’s puberty - which involves corporal transformations, physical maturing & appearance of secondary sexual characteristics. 


Frequently coincides with alterations in the parents who start getting conscious of their middle age approaching.


These changes occur in a very complex social context in our days. We live in highly technical societies, where the family doesn’t function anymore as an economic unity; before the industrial revolution, when agriculture predominated, people used to live in big groups under the same roof. They were large families, several generations: parents, grandparents uncles & aunts, cousins etc. The children were educated by several generations & they had their occupation, employment within the family. Today the family - parents & their children “celula mater” of society, has to provide sons & daughters with psychological & technical abilities that will help them to survive in our complex world.


Let us discuss some of the universal problems associated to transformations of families in the attempt to conquer the tasks of adolescence; how these problems can lead to dysfunction & in which way they could be diminished, corrected & even avoided in order for education to reach it’s maximum potential.


Adolescence, demanding more autonomy & independence, frequently precipitates changes in relationships of several generations. The adolescents’ demands being strong, sometimes reactivate emotional problems, unsolved conflicts between the parents; in the childhood or adolescence of the father &/or mother with their own parents (grandparents of the adolescent) in their past life. The parents, reevaluate, analyze their own adolescence & the parents of their adolescence; face new stages of their vital circle: they approach middle age, & with this comes re-evaluation of their marriage, professional career & emerge new preoccupations like escape of youth, old age approaching & why not, the idea of death.


Today, the family is usually restricted to the nuclear type - father, mother & children - which by the way I still think is the ideal organization of society. Homes multiplied together with the domestic tasks. These tasks, in most countries, are still performed by women. Men are more encouraged to seek professional careers, & support the family. In Brazil a woman, in 1990 (IBGE) earned 3 times less than a man for the same function. Today’s domestic tasks being facilitated by machines, frozen food etc, don’t have the caring quality as it used to have when raw material was transformed with love & care into food &/or clothes for the children. In our modern world a good housewife has to be an educator, psychologist, nutritionist, administrator, expert buyer, all at the some time.


The greatest difficulty of the woman is at the moment of separation when the adolescents leave home. Suddenly the mother's job is finished. And now that she "renounced to everything because of her children”, how will life continue for her ?


She can opt for some voluntary work or a job offered to middle aged people (it is difficult in most places), or eventually return to the profession she practiced before her marriage - because she still has a good 20 years ahead.


So she can still construct a career!


The adolescent's father also has his own difficulties. Frequently he revives, at least in his imagination & fantasies, the liberty he had & to which he renounced so young & spontaneously in order to take over the hard work which contributed to the success of the marriage. So, now he can have the impression of having lived too little in reality & at the same time having reached the maximum in his profession & now stagnate or start to go down.

The grandchildren can help to give a new prospect to the woman's life, & the husband should see himself as a grandfather. Because of all this, middle aged couples, parents of our adolescents should consider, discuss & reflect over this period, sometimes with our help. They should construct projects for the future in the sense to take a step forward & not backward. The ideal would be that they reorganize their lives, living independently from their children from an emotional & economical point of view. To be with them has to be pleasant & joyful, a natural complementation of the couple's life who succeeded bring up their children, educate them, make them independent for life, resulting in harmony between the 2 generations.


We'll discuss some of the main tasks of adolescence like sexuality, identity formation, progressive autonomy & physical separation of the family.


All tasks start with the rapid physical growth & sexual maturation during puberty. As a result of sexual maturing, steps to solidify their identity & establish autonomy of the family - processes of development which in, reality take a lifetime, are accelerated during adolescence.


Different expectations, changeable, & frequently conflicting about sexual roles & norms of behavior are imposed on the teens by the family, school, friends & media. In order to become more independent they need to assume greater responsibility for their own decisions; but at the same time they have to feel security in the orientations of their parents. 

Flexibility is the key to success for the families in this stage. For example increasing the flexibility of familiar limits & adjusting, regulating parental authority will allow greater degree of independence & development for the adolescent.

Thus, one should not demand rigidity of the hour to return home at night, because at any time during the day undesirable things can happen. Values transmitted by the parents during childhood should help to guide the adolescents in their emotional & social behavior. However, in order to try to diminish the conflicts of this period, many families continue to look for solutions that functioned before. 

Fathers frequently get tough on their children or they withdraw emotionally, or accept them blindly, or on the contrary, reject the adolescent. These, then explode or lock themselves behind closed doors, or look for the grandparents or other members of the family to obtain support - & they argue that thousands of their friends have more liberty than they do. 

One of the most important transformations in adolescence is the conquering of adult sexuality.

The physical & sexual alterations resulting from of the rapid growth & development in this phase have dramatic effects on the adolescent's self evaluation & alters, at the same time, significantly the perception by which the family sees him. Members of the family many times become confused & anxious when the young one starts to express sexual interests.

Inspite of the fact that the daughter can be physically mature, parents are afraid that she is not capable of protecting herself of the reality of her environment. This fear, of course has foundations because sexual abuse, rape, pregnancy, sexually transmitted diseases including HIV are real problems.

The worries with male adolescents are different - at least in Brazil - because of the double standard of morality - where moral values are different when applied to men & women; for example a greater sexual liberty is permitted to men. Thus, parents sometimes worry more about the fact that their son’s sexual interests will interfere diminishing his efforts in school & so eventually putting in risk his professional & personal future; but they don’t really worry about a pregnancy for example that he may bring about.

Generally parents who feel comfortable with their own sexuality & have positive experiences at home & good friends during their own adolescence, accept better their teens’ sexuality & transmit more naturally this acceptance. Also when the home is a place where there exists communication & informations are openly shared, there are greater possibilities of putting realistic limits & tolerate minor transgressions.

Incestuous impulses, in Freud’s conception, between son or daughter & the father or mother of the opposite sex generally increase during adolescence.

The father can become possessive, punitive & the daughter provocative. Boys after puberty start to resent their mothers’ physical presence, wanting a distance from her. This can result in aggression, rejection & sadness on both parts.

Parents & children of the same sex, on the other hand, tend to involve themselves in competitive conflicts. According to Freud they compete for the attention & love of the father of opposite sex. According to other authors, they compete because of conflicting perceptions of their sexual roles.

Adolescents are more stereotyped in their vision of behavior for men & women than any other age group; so it seems natural that they confront & defy parental behavior which doesn’t agree with their perceptions. Naturally, the conflict is greater during adolescence with the parent of the same sex that generally served as a model during childhood.

Certainly, many conflicts reflect differences in the way each generation interprets the stereotypes & standards of double moral of sexual roles that our society has today.

Thus the majority of parents will have to review their models & attitudes about sexual roles & possibly make alterations in order to adjust better to more liberal sexual norms of our days. For many, this can become a difficult task, specially if their values conform more with the traditional model of double standard.

Another task, where the family can help a lot, is in the search & identity establishment of the adolescent.

Freud attributes more importance to the formation of identity in the first 5-6 years of age; sexual conflicts of these years would reappear during puberty & would be recapitulated during adolescence. Sexuality, for Freud is the moving force of life & the fountain of all human energy.

Erikson speaks about identity in adolescence, which once solved, leads to personal & social commitments. According to Erikson, existence evolves, develops, as a result of necessity of maintaining a certain balance. He believes in “continuity of experience” as the most critical factor in the development of personality.

Life would be constituted, according to Erikson, of a complex series of balances, stages denominated by him as normative crises or nuclear conflicts. There would be 8 of them to be solved since birth to death. Adolescence with it’s nuclear conflict of “identity versus confusion of identity” has a very important position in Erikson’s theory. In adolescence the individual recapitulates 4 nuclear conflicts of childhood & anticipates 3 conflicts that will develop during adult age. Thus, the teenager would succeed to connect his past with it’s experiences, to his present & his future emotional, professional & social commitments.

Furthermore, Piaget showed a new ability  in the adolescent; he demonstrated that the teenagers can formulate abstract hypothesis, different from the concrete thought & language of childhood. This capacity of abstraction expands their creativity & their sensation of dominion; they become philosophers, moral judges of social values & habits, ambassadors between their homes & the community, bringing new ideas, wanting to make changes in the family. They question & challenge everything & everybody.

The fight for the conquering of a separate self image, can lead to confusion & mobilization for the adolescents & their families. New experiences can lead the young ones to anxiety, disappointment & failures. Just like clothes or hairdos, roles can be assumed for a short while & then thrown out - efforts to find their identity. Some of these roles can be consistent with family values, but others can challenge or even violate those values.

Parents with a balanced personality react less to challenges of the adolescents. That doesn't mean that they don't become  confused or anxious sometimes, but they show less their emotions; they don't feel so attacked, menaced by their children's criticism.

They will tend to formulate more questions, listen to explanations, share methods that will help parents & adolescents to negotiate their differences & conflicts.

As we said before, the general rule is that daughters learn to be feminine with their mothers & sons to become masculine with their fathers.

That is why, parents instead of transmitting to their children how things should have been in their own lives or how they would like things to be for their children, they should instead, transmit real emotional, personal experiences. The adolescents perceive hypocrisy & reject advices; in other words, frequently what the parents say is not what they do. These inconsistencies can lead to conflicts when adolescents challenge the differences.

Another very important task in adolescence is the conquest of  autonomy. The teenagers must venture outside the home in order to become independent. Alliances outside the home increase, & influence of friends becomes more important. They need encouragement & acceptance in order to develop strong & separate identity & at the same time permission & encouragement to become responsible for themselves.

Autonomy does not mean emotional detachment from the parents, but that the person in not so much psychologically dependent on them, & has greater control over the decisions in his life. Certainly, from the adults perspective, decisions of today's adolescents many times are not very adequate or leave a lot to be desired. The difference between options which are not very wise & will probably fail & those auto-destructive ones or even menacing ones to life, is sometimes difficult to evaluate.

It is known that adolescents more frequently move towards autonomy in families where they are encouraged to participate in discussions & of decisions, but where in last instance the parents decide what is appropriate. In this type of family the adolescents tend to use the parents as models & look for friends approved by them. 

So there is an apparent paradox, but it works; the same conditions that promote independence construct a link of proximity & affection between parents & children; it is the participation among parents, sons & daughters together, in discussions & in decision making.

The last task we will discuss is the progressive physical separation of the adolescent from his family. All transformations represent a menace to anterior connections.

The more time the adolescent spends outside his home, his participation in activities with the family diminishes & this is felt as a loss, a mourning by the members of the family. We already discussed the feelings of loss parents face. The same way the adolescent has to deal with the loss of his childhood & of his family as first source of affection. The fact that parents try to control their children can lead to serious problems. Families that had losses & rejections in the past tend to overprotect & dominate their children. It is frequent in these families the thought that separation is dangerous & thus big efforts have to be made to protect the teens from the outside world. The adolescents become confused & react in several manners; they become frustrated, aggressive, etc. In other occasions these problems lead to premature separation; the son or daughter leave home in order to live with relatives, or with a friend, lover or they get married too early.

Social, cultural & ethnic factors obviously have influence in the life & in the education of adolescents.

For example in the U.S., separation occurs early; sons & daughters leave home young. On the other hand, Latin people, like Spanish, Brazilians & also the Jews, try to keep their children at home, if possible, until they get married. The majority only studies and are even dismotivated to work in all social classes; is a prolonged adolescence. 

Concluding: Laurence Steinberg made a presentation based on several studies - as the Gallagher Lecture - at the SAM meeting in Los Angeles last year. He showed that the famous concept of “storm & stress” mentioned already by Plato & Aristoteles (III rd - IV th Century B.C.) but first really described by Stanley Hall in 1904, doesn’t occur in 75% of the adolescents; in the other 25% there were family difficulties already in pre-adolescence.

But, so he says, & it is our own experience too, there does exist a certain amount of “storm & stress” frequently more among the parents than among the teens - as we discussed before.

If we health professionals interact with the adolescent & his family to facilitate a balance between generations & the balance in the own life of each member of the family, we shall be obtaining our objectives.        
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