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Helping Your Teen Deal Helping Your Teen Deal 
with Daily Pressurewith Daily Pressure

Pressure is a given in our world. How can parents help their teen learn to navigate the many 
pressures they face? 

Introduction
Teenagers inevitably encounter situ-
ations, conversations, and decisions 
that are either caused by pressure (like 
applying for a college) or cause pressure 
(like waiting to be accepted by a col-
lege). Pressure for teenagers has always 
been around. One might ask, “Is it 
really all that different for teens these 
days?” In many ways the foundational 
emotions and infl uences are still much 
the same today as they were seventy-
fi ve years ago. Teenagers sit in between 
childhood and adulthood. Teenagers 
need supervision but also must begin 
to achieve independence. Teenagers 
are developing aggressively physiolog-
ically—their brains, bodies, and values 
seem to change by the day.

Increased Demands 
on Teens
But some things have changed for 
today’s teenagers. Sexual and social 
maturation are often visible earlier. 
Many teenagers dress like adults, 
speak like adults, and navigate life 
like adults much earlier than children 
in the past. A girl’s brain and body 
begin rapidly changing around the 
age of eleven as opposed to thirteen 
or fourteen. Colleges now offer early 

acceptance agreements, which means 
that a  middle-school teen can actually 
complete an application or prepare for 
college-level tests during his or her 
eighth-grade year.

In church it is much more diffi cult 
to maintain an active roll of teenag-
ers after their ninth-grade year. Aca-

demics, extracurricular demands (no 
longer banned on Sundays), and part-
time jobs mean that young people 
must choose church or the host of 
other opportunities that might fur-
ther their education, résumé, or bank 
account. These changes, these shifts 
in the adolescent passage, create pres-
sures on youth. 

Identify the Pressure
Pressure is a positive and a negative 
force in our lives. What would hap-
pen, however, if we, at a younger age, 
say adolescence, learned to identify 

the pressures we face and feel? Young 
people make better choices when they 
have an opportunity to preview and 
to practice. Previewing, or looking at 
what is coming up, what is happening 
in their life, helps them not to be sur-
prised. Practicing or thinking inten-
tionally about how they might handle 

a certain situation gives them a tool, 
something they can retrieve when 
faced with a particular situation. Teen-
agers are helped when they can look 
at their own life, identify the kinds of 
pressures they are facing or will face, 
and think about how pressure is posi-
tive and negative, motivating and 
menacing. As parents, we can equip 
ourselves to support our teenagers as 
they face the pressures of daily living 
by looking at a few faith tools to use in 
times of facing pressure.

The famous Serenity Prayer attributed 
to Reinhold Niebuhr is perhaps best 
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known as the prayer spoken by those 
in twelve-step programs such as Alco-
holics Anonymous:

God, grant me the serenity to
accept the things I cannot change;
the courage to change the things I
can; and the wisdom to know the
difference. Amen.

It is thought that the prayer was fi rst 
written by a German theologian in 
the early 1700s. In the 1930s and ’40s 

the prayer became known again when 
Reinhold Niebuhr used it in a notable 
sermon. The Serenity Prayer states so 
simply what we most often feel when 
facing a decision or dilemma. Will we 
do the right thing and be happy, or will 
we make the wrong choice and face a 
problem? The Serenity Prayer reminds 
us that God can be a part of facing pres-
sure, making choices, and living with 
the results. It is also a reminder to par-
ents and teens alike that it is important 
to discern which among the pressures 
young people face are an inevitable 
part of life and growing up, things 
that cannot be avoided or changed. 
For example, establishing one’s iden-
tity involves seeing oneself as a part of 
a peer group, but it also means that a 
teen will sometimes feel pressured by 
friends to engage in behavior that may 
be questionable or risky. This is a fact 
of life, something that may not be sub-
ject to change. The choice comes in 
how a teen chooses to respond to these 
pressures. 

As parents, we can also consider that 
which brings pressure to bear on our 
children that may be, at least to some 
degree, in our control. Teens in today’s 
world live in a consumer culture. They 
are invited to consume from among an 
almost infi nite number of choices: doz-
ens of sports and after-school activities, 
hundreds of movies and musical artists 
and video games, and literally millions 
of products and perspectives available 
at the click of a mouse or the switch of 

a cell phone. It is probably impossible 
to screen our kids from this myriad of 
choices, but we can set some limits on 
the number of after-school activities 
or the amount of time spent online or 
using other media. Helping our teens 
to set some limits here can alleviate, at 
least somewhat, pressures that serve to 
dilute and distract attention from other 
very real pressures teens must face. At 
the same time such limits can turn 
their focus from cultural “white noise” 
to more timeless tools for decision 
making that our faith values afford us. 

Daniel’s Pressures
For Christians, the biblical record 
also provides help. There are many 
examples in the Bible of women, men, 
youth, and children who faced pres-
sures, dilemmas, and hard choices. The 
story of Daniel looks at how a young 
person, who had some basic knowl-
edge, a strong religious presence and 
upbringing, and some companions, 

faced a tough situation and made a 
diffi cult decision under pressure. The 
story offers us some clues to the benefi t 
and peace that come when our good 
decisions and actions help others do 
the same. It also illustrates that pres-
sure can be both positive and negative. 
The pressure to live faithfully, as his 
religion demanded, motivated Daniel 
to act with courage and determination. 
In contrast, the threat of death, disre-
gard, and starvation loomed if Daniel 
chose to live according to his faith. 

Daniel was born to a Judean noble 
family shortly before Josiah’s refor-
mation in 621 BC. His name means 
“God is my judge.” He was among the 
fi rst group of Jewish captives taken to 
Babylon by Nebuchadnezzar, the king 
of Babylon who overtook the king of 
Judah, Jehoakim. Daniel is described 
in the fi rst chapter of the book as 
being handsome, intelligent, wise, and 
insightful. He was chosen to serve in 
the king’s palace—a choice position 
for a captive but one that was decid-
edly diffi cult for a young person trying 
to live a religiously faithful life. It is 
believed that Daniel (as well as some 
scribes who most likely later inserted 
prophecies and poems into the book) 
wrote to convince his fellow cap-
tives that their stay in Babylon was in 
accord with God’s plan and that it was 
possible to have a living faith in God 
despite captivity. Daniel is a useful 
biblical reference when looking at the 
issues of pressure, faithfulness, wisdom, 
and dependence on God. Daniel, who 
was likely around the age of thirteen or 
fourteen, had pressure that can most 
certainly be described as positive (his 
faith, background, education, and the 
expectations of his family). Daniel also 
faced pressure that was decidedly nega-
tive (temptations, living easier but in 
direct confl ict with his faith). Perhaps 

We can set some limits on the 
number of after-school activities 
or the amount of time spent 
online or using other media.
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Daniel’s pressures and choices are a bit 
more severe than those of the average 
teenager dealing with the decision to 
drink or not, to gossip or not, to choose 
one thing over the next. But again, the 
foundational push to be wise is just the 
same. In chapter 13, the book of Dan-
iel reminds us that there is a great per-
sonal gift when we make a choice that 
affects someone else and then enables 
that person to make a good choice. We 
can shine like the stars. This image is a 
metaphor for humans young and old at 
their best. 

Three Things 
to Remember
C. Ellis Nelson, author and longtime 
professor, wrote in his book Helping 
Teenagers Grow Morally: A Guide for 
Adults that Christian believers have 
three characteristics that ought to 
motivate them in making decisions or 
taking action:

1. We are accountable to God. Our 
decisions and actions matter to God.

2. We are responsible to each other. 
Our decisions and actions affect 
other people.

3. We are a part of a society or com-
munity and our decisions affect this 
community.1

 These characteristics of decision-
making remind us that our actions do 
matter to God, and they do affect the 
world and others. Teenagers are ego-

centric beings. They most often begin 
the thought process by considering 
how they feel and what they think. 
This is natural, but it often presents 
a challenge when facing the Chris-
tian concept of compassion. It is most 
natural for a teen to think fi rst, “But I 
want to be in the good graces of this 
group of people; therefore I am not 
going to rock the boat by speaking up 
for this person.” It is not the automatic 
response to think, “Though it will rock 
the boat, I am going to stand up for 
_________ because this will affect the 
world around me and matter to God.” 
Teenagers can be helped to move past 

their egocentrism to a more altruistic 
worldview by previewing and practic-
ing this deeper perspective on decision 
making. Parents can help them pre-
view a pressure in their life and prac-
tice what it feels like to consider the 
three characteristics.

Living Faithfully 
with Pressure
What is the bottom line for people 
of faith? How do we handle the pres-
sures in our lives? We cannot be rid of 

pressure. It is a natural consequence of 
being a human being in a world full of 
other human beings. Living requires us 
to make constant decisions and choices. 
Decisions and choices cause pressure. 
Our role as parents is to support our 
teenagers as they face these pressures, 
affi rming their increasing skill in deci-
sion making. We can help them to fore-
cast how they might decide, reminding 
them that their faith offers resources in 
addressing pressures. As people of faith, 
we can affi rm them when they choose 
well, and we can help them pick them-
selves up and face the consequences 
when they cave to pressure and choose 

not so wisely. Through the positives and 
the negatives of the pressures of their 
lives, we can lift up for them the hope 
that in all the pressures of life, God is 
with them no matter what. 

Martha Bettis-Gee adapted this study 
and is associate for children’s advocacy 
for the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.). 
It is taken from the youth study titled 
“Freak Not: Dealing with Daily Pres-
sures” found in the Christian Living 
youth section of The Thoughtful Chris-
tian. The original author is Gina Yeager-
Buckley. 

1. C. Ellis Nelson, Helping Teenagers Grow Morally: A Guide for Adults (Louisville, KY: Westminster John Knox, 1992), 20–21.

Our role as parents is to support 
our teenagers as they face 
these pressures. 

This study was made possible, in part, by funding from the Offi ce of Ministries with Youth of the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.).
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Discussing This Topic with Your Teen Discussing This Topic with Your Teen 

As our children move from childhood into adolescence, we 
take pleasure in observing their increasing ability to make 
judgments and to apply values to decision making. At the 
same time, this is a period when young people are vulnerable 
and parents have less control over their teen’s actions. The 
very process of maturing places them in situations where 
poor decisions can mean risk to their well-being. They have 
developed many cognitive skills, but the area of their brains 
where judgment and perspective resides is still developing. 
Impulse control is increasing, but is not yet the brake on 
behavior we hope it will eventually become. Add in rag-
ing hormones, increased mobility, and independence, and 
it is not surprising that parents spend a lot of time worrying 
about the effects of pressure on their children. 

How can we support our teenagers as they face pressures that 
are increasing both in number and in degree of seriousness? 
In many of the decisions they will face, their peers have more 
infl uence than we do. These are often the same decisions 
that carry considerable risk, such as whether to drink or not, 
whether to become sexually active or not, and the like. Many 
of the pressures our children face will involve decisions made 
under the radar of their parents. Other pressures arise out of 
the cauldron of developing relationships, pressures that may 
seem trivial to adults but that shape the experience and per-
ceptions of teens to a monumental degree. 

Because pressures are a fact of everyday life, talking with 
your teen about the pressures he or she faces is an ongoing 
conversation. Consider the following:

Affi rm your values. Without being heavy-handed about 
it, affi rm the faith values that guide your own responses to 
pressures. While this can happen explicitly in conversations 
you have, remember that your own responses to pressure will 
either underscore or undermine your words. But remember 
that the Holy Spirit is at work in your teen’s life, and that 
the Spirit’s work deepens the growing commitments your 
child is developing in his or her own faith journey. 

Preview and practice. As suggested by the essay above, 
when you know your teen is facing a challenge brought on 
by a pressure, encourage him to imagine what might happen 
when the pressure comes to bear. For example, what might 
happen if he is offered a drink at a party? Then rehearse 
responses he might make. Encourage him to think ahead 
to what consequences might follow a particular action or 
response. Or if the pressure relates to juggling competing 
priorities, such as a scheduled sports team practice and a 
deadline on a term paper, what are the alternatives? 

Evaluate decisions. When your teen has made a poor deci-
sion under pressure, try to help her evaluate what happened 
as nonjudgmentally as possible. Help your teen face the con-
sequences of these decisions without making excuses. Talk 
about what she might do if a similar situation arises again. 

Whether you are modeling responses to pressures you yourself 
experience or talking with your teen about the pressures of 
life, remember that learning how to respond to pressure and 
developing the skills needed to make good decisions are a 
necessary part of life, one that will continue our whole lives. 
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Refl ection Questions for Parents
Take some time quietly by yourself to refl ect on these questions.

What do you think your teenager observes about you and the way you respond to pressure?• 

What foundational values or affi rmations from your faith guide you in making decisions related to the pressures • 
of ordinary living? 

Think about the events you face in the week ahead. What is the event, issue, or circumstance that will put the • 
most pressure on you? Examine this pressure. What does it feel like? What does it make you want to do? How 
do you think you will manage the pressure? Is it pressure that will inspire you or tire you? 

Consider what is on your teen’s calendar in the weeks or months ahead. What pressures can you name that your • 
teen will experience? Consider what opportunities will arise to be in dialogue with your child about any of these 
pressures, or what conversations you might initiate.

How do you respond when your teen makes a bad decision based on a pressure situation? Do you attempt to • 
rescue your child from the consequences? Help him or her accept the consequences and move on? Guide him or 
her in evaluating what can be learned from the experience?

How can you affi rm your child’s growing skill in making responsible decisions? • 
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Discussion Questions for a Group of Parents

Read the Bible story (Dan. 1:1     –17) together. Discuss what connections you see between this Scripture and the • 
pressures youth face. 

Refer to C. Ellis Nelson’s characteristics or guidelines for decision making. Discuss: Which is the most diffi cult • 
of the three characteristics to model as you face pressure in your life? Why is this the most diffi cult for you? 

In the group, name the pressures that you know your teenagers face. Make two lists: pressures that are inevi-• 
table, and pressures that might be limited or avoided. Choose one unavoidable pressure and brainstorm ways you 
might help your teenager to prepare for this pressure. Now choose one pressure you might be able to limit for 
your teenager, and discuss how you might set limits to diminish the effects of this pressure.

Discuss how you can support your teenager in facing pressure while still allowing him or her room to learn to • 
make decisions.

What do you think are some things parents say or do that make pressures worse for their children? • 
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