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How to Communicate With and Listen to Your Teen: 3 Key
Tips

By: Kenneth R. Ginsburg, MD, M'S Ed, FAAR FSAHM & Sara B.
Kinsman, MD, PhD

Many parents looking for tips on talking with their
teens ask, "What do I say when...?"However, parents
need to understand that it is "less important what you
say (/English/family-life/family-
dynamics/communication-discipline/Pages/Talking-
With-Your-Teen-Tips-For-Parents.aspx), and more
important that you listen."”

1. Turn off the "parent alarm." Listen without judgment and reaction. When your son says, "Mom, I met this girl"
and you react by saying, "Youre too young to date, "that instinctual alarm prevented you from being able to hold
a meaningful discussion on healthy sexuality (/English/ages-stages/preschool/Pages/Talking-to-Your-Young-
Child-About-Sex.aspx).

2.Don't catastrophize. When teens come to their parents with concerns, they need a calming (/English/healthy-
living/emotional-wellness/Building-Resilience/Pages/creating-calm-how-to-talk-with-your-child-when-theyre-
stressed.aspx), rational presence that will create a safe space (/English/ages-stages/teen/Pages/Mental-Health-
and-Teens-Watch-for-Danger-Signs.aspx) for them to figure things out. When parents make it seem worse than
they had imagined, they leave more anxious and won't return.

3.Don’t over empathize. Adolescents need a sounding board. Sometimes they exaggerate; sometimes they
express fleeting feelings. When you over empathize, it can heighten their emotions and make you look naive or
overly involved. Imagine your empathizing by condemning their friend who your daughter had a fight with.
You'll look "wrong" the next day when your daughter is best friends again with the classmate they hated
yesterday.

Your values & opinions

Teens are happy to hear their parents’ values and opinions (/English/family-life/family-dynamics/communication-
discipline/Pages/Share-Your-Values.aspx). But these opinions should not be shared in a way that feels judgmental or
condescending. It is also helpful to try to avoid personal territory that will position a teen to need to become defensive
of friends or self.

Avoid "the lecture”

Parents who lecture are not heard. The lecture is often condescending or hostile, and is delivered with an abstract
string of possibilities loosely tied together.

Young adolescents are still not thinking (/English/ages-stages/teen/Pages/Whats-Going-On-in-the-Teenage-

Brain.aspx) abstractly,and all teens who are upset or in crisis mode will not absorb lessons delivered abstractly.

T *s may increase their yield if they are able to convey their wisdom in a more concrete manner that adolescents
ow.
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More information Back to Top

e Communication Skills Start at Home (/English/family-life/family-dynamics/communication-
discipline/Pages/Components-of-Good-Communication.aspx)

e How to Talk About Mental Health (/English/healthy-living/emotional-wellness/Pages/How-to-Talk-with-Your-
Child-and-Their-Pediatrician-About-Mental-Health-Concerns.aspx)

e When & How to Talk with Kids About Sex (/English/ages-stages/preschool/Pages/Talking-to-Your-Young-Child-
About-Sex.aspx) (/English/healthy-living/emotional-wellness/Pages/How-to-Talk-with-Your-Child-and-Their-
Pediatrician-About-Mental-Health-Concerns.aspx)

e Talking With Teens About Media: Conversation Starters (/English/family-life/Media/Pages/talking-with-teens-
about-media-conversation-starters.aspx)

e Creating Positive Experiences for Teens (/English/healthy-living/emotional-wellness/Building-
Resilience/Pages/Creating-Positive-Experiences-for-Teens.aspx)
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The information contained on this Web site should not be used as a substitute for the medical care and advice of your pediatrician. There may be variations in treatment that your
pediatrician may recommend based on individual facts and circumstances.
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