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Parenting is one of the biggest joys in life—and also one of the biggest challenges! 

I’ve often heard it said that there should be an owner’s manual for each kid when he 

or she is born. Wouldn’t that make it a little easier? Unfortunately, we both know that 

doesn’t happen. 

Each child who comes into your family is unique and so what works with one won’t 

necessarily work with another. And what works for a 5-year-old certainly isn’t going to 

work with a teen. Because I have worked with teens extensively and written two books 

specifically geared to them, I want to give you some survival tips that may help you get 

through these teen years and still come out alive—both you and your teen! 

In this brief Survival Guide I share some key concepts and ideas that continue to 

surface with the teens I encounter through my research, keynote speeches, and focus 

groups. Some of them may seem impossible for you to imagine considering the state 

your relationship with your teen may be in right now, but 

I assure you that with patience and perseverance, they will 

work over time. How do I know this? Because much of it 

is what teens themselves tell me they want and need and 

because everything is based on sound, proven principles. 

So give it a shot.  
You’ve got nothing to lose  
and everything to gain.

the Ultimate Parent Survival Guide
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the Five things that annoy teens  
the most about their Parents

I’ll bet you can name the top five things that annoy you about your teen, can’t you? 

Well, they have a list too. 

1. My parents are always comparing me.

2. My parents are never satisfied.

3. My parents are embarrassing.

4. My parents are overprotective.

5. My parents are always fighting.

 

Do any of these surprise you? So here’s a list from some parents. See if you agree 

and then add any others that are top on your list.

1.  My teen never cleans his room the way I’d like it to 
be cleaned.

2. My teen stays out past curfew.

3. My teen argues with me and his siblings.

4.  My teen never does chores without having to be 
asked.

5.  My teen shows a lack of respect toward people  
and things.

6. My teen…

7. My teen…
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We all have our complaints, don’t we? It’s important to understand that with each 

of these, you have a choice to make. You can let it drive you insane, lash out, and yell 

and carry on about it, or you can find ways to make things better. Everything we do is 

about choice. Even when you don’t think you have choices, you do. Focus on the things 

that are really important and don’t waste your energy on things that aren’t. In the long 

run, is the fact that your son has hair longer than yours really going to matter? No. What 

matters is the relationship you are building with that child. 

And when it comes to choices, your teen most likely thinks he or she has none when 

it comes to you. That’s one of the big things I stress in my books—choice. Teens do 

have choices and they do have some control over their lives and they need to feel that 

they do. And whether you want to believe it or not, you can’t make all the choices for 

your teen. You can guide, support, and encourage; but you can’t make all 

of their choices for them. Parents who do that only raise children who 

have no idea of how to take care of themselves when they are adults and 

isn’t teaching independence one of the main goals of parenting? To raise 

children who can move into adulthood successfully? 

Let’s discover some ways to help make that happen.

the Ultimate Survival Quizzes
Have you ever looked at your teen and thought, “Who are you?” I know 

I have. One of the things I found out from spending time with teens is 

that they feel the same way about their parents. Communication is a big 

issue with teens and one of the best ways to overcome that gap is by 

getting to know each other better. 

Here are two “Getting to Know You” quizzes. Go ahead and take the first one,  

“How Well Do You Know Your Teen?” When you’re done, find a time to ask your 

teen to take the “How Well Do You Know Your Mom/Dad?” quiz and then swap  

and compare. You’ll be surprised what you find out! 
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How Well Do You Know Your TEEN?
 1.	 What is your teen’s favorite subject in school? 	____________________

2.	 What would your teen consider to be the nicest thing you could do for 
them? 	_____________________________________________________

3.	 What would your teen like to become when they grow up? 	 __________

4.	 What is your teen’s favorite kind of music? 	_______________________

5.		 What is your teen’s hot button, the thing that really makes them mad? 

	 		 __________________________________________________________

6.	 What is your teen’s favorite Internet site?			________________________

7.	 What is the one thing your teen wishes they could change about him- or 
herself? 	____________________________________________________

8.	 What would your teen really like to talk about with you, but is afraid to?

	 		 __________________________________________________________

9.	 What pet would your teen prefer to have: a dog, a cat, a hamster, a horse, 
a bird, a turtle, a snake, no pet at all, or all of the above?		____________

 10.		Who is your teen’s best friend? 	_________________________________

 11.	 If your teen could travel anywhere in the world, where would they go?

	 		 __________________________________________________________

 12.	 What would your teen rather do: go to a movie with friends, read a good 
book, play games on the computer, or play their favorite sport? 	 ______

	 		 __________________________________________________________

 13.	 Does your teen have a boyfriend or girlfriend right now? If so, who is it?

	 		 __________________________________________________________

 14.	 What has been one of the high points of your teen’s life so far?

	 		 __________________________________________________________

 15.	 What was your teen’s favorite vacation ever?  	_____________________

	 		 __________________________________________________________
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How Well Do You KnowYour MoM/DaD?
 1. What color are your mom’s/dad’s eyes?  _________________________

2.	 What is your mom’s/dad’s favorite thing to do? 	___________________

	 		___________________________________________________________

3.	 What would your mom/dad consider to be the nicest thing you could do 
for her/him? 	________________________________________________

	 		___________________________________________________________

4.	 If your mom/dad had all the time and money in the world, what would 
they spend their time doing? 	___________________________________

	 		___________________________________________________________

5.	 What are your mom’s/dad’s views on marriage? 	___________________

	 		___________________________________________________________

6.	 What is your mom’s/dad’s greatest unfulfilled dream? 	______________

	 		___________________________________________________________

7.	 What was your mom’s/dad’s first full-time job?			___________________

8.	 Who is your mom’s/dad’s closest friend? 	 ________________________

9.	 How did your parents first meet? 	_______________________________

	 		___________________________________________________________

 10.	 What is your mom’s/dad’s favorite kind of music? 	_________________

 11.	 What is your mom’s/dad’s favorite TV show? 	_____________________

 12. Who did your mom/dad vote for in the last election? 	_______________

 13.	 Does your mom/dad gas up the car when the tank is half-empty or wait 
until it is nearly empty?		_______________________________________

 14.	 Where is your mom’s/dad’s favorite vacation spot?		________________

	 		___________________________________________________________

 15.	 What would your mom/dad rather do: watch a good TV show, go out to 
the movies, go to dinner with some friends, or read a book?	 _________

	 		___________________________________________________________
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So how did you do? If you got anything less than six questions right, it’s time to spend 

more time together and get better at communicating. And believe it or not, sometimes 

communicating is not about talking! Here’s a great story that shows what I mean.

Silence is Golden
Notice how the father in this story sincerely empathized with his daughter and, without 

pressing her or making her feel guilty, reflected her desire to not communicate.

A year or so ago, my daughter, Nell, and I had fallen into a troubling routine. 

She would come home after school and I would ask her how she was doing and she 
would say, “Fine.” That was it. I could only get one or two words out of her. It had become 
a daily routine of non-communication. By asking her questions each day when she got 
home it seemed like I was only exacerbating the tension.

I remembered reading once that one way to deal with someone who does not want to 
communicate is to break the routine. So one day when Nell came home I asked her how 
she was doing. When she gave me the standard one-word response before heading to her 
bedroom, I said, “You don’t want to talk to me, do you?”

She stopped instantly, gave me a strange look, and said, “No,” and went to her room. That 
was the end of it, but I knew I had touched her feelings.

The next day, I repeated the new routine. This time when I said she didn’t want to talk 
to me, Nell said, “Not right now, Dad.” This went on for a few days before slowly, and on 
her terms, Nell began talking more to me. Then one day I was sitting at the kitchen table 
thinking about something, in a sort of trance, while she was doing the dishes. I was quiet, 
not talking to her even though she was just a few feet away, and it must have bothered 
her that I wasn’t asking her questions as usual. All of a sudden she started talking about 
her day and she brought me out of my trance. It struck me that suddenly she was sharing 
her feelings with me, and it was so wonderful I got tears in my eyes. 

Sometimes I think the most valuable tool for communication with teenagers is silence.
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What would happen if you went into a forest to hunt and began by firing shots 

into the air? That’s often what asking questions is like; sometimes questions are so 

autobiographical and controlling that people simply don’t want to talk about their 

deeper or most vulnerable issues. The key is to go in the forest and be quiet; then 

animals will begin to appear. 

Teens want to talk—they really do. They want to open up, but they want to feel that 

it is safe. They want to do it on their own terms and in their time, and parents must 

simply have the patience to allow this—to be present, to be available, to be accessible, 

and to be quiet. We have two ears and one mouth and we should use them accordingly. 

Interestingly, the ears never close, but the mouth can.

The way the father in the story treated his daughter was what I would consider a 

deposit into her Relationship Bank Account. Let me explain what that means.

the Relationship Bank account
A better relationship with your teen is what you really 

want, right? Let’s think of this like a bank account—your 

Relationship Bank Account, or RBA. You make deposits and 

withdrawals on a regular basis. The balance represents the 

amount of trust in your relationships. 

I think it’s pretty safe to say that what’s a deposit for you may 

not be a deposit for your teen. Everyone is different. It’s kind of 

like with a partner or spouse. You may like getting little notes and 

cards with sweet sentiments on them, but your other half may not. 
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What means the most to him or her is a foot rub at the end of a long day. So you see, 

this is where getting to know each other is really important. You can’t make deposits if 

you don’t know what they are! Likewise, if you don’t know the other person, you could 

be making withdrawals all over the place and not even know it. 

A deposit for your teen might be something like respecting his or her privacy by not 

barging into his or her bedroom without knocking. Seems simple, but most deposits are! 

They’re things like noticing and thanking your teen for even simple little things he or 

she may do around the house. Notice the good! Understand what’s important to your 

child. Be honest. Follow through on your commitments. Then they, in turn, will begin 

to do the same for you. (And in my 6 Decisions book, I encourage them to do the same 

things!) Review the 5 Things That Annoy Teens list covered earlier and use it to figure 

out some deposits you could make. Or even better—ask! 

 

three Communication Skills
Like the father in the story, you may get those same one-word responses  

from your teen. You have the same old “conversations” every day with the same  

old predictable outcome. Here are three time-tested skills that are foundational  

to all good communication. 

Skill #�: think Win-Win
Think Win-Win is Habit 4 of The 7 Habits of Highly Effective People®. 

It’s easy to fall into the habit of not caring about what your teen wants 

when you just want to make it simple and tell him or her the way it’s 

going to be and that’s that. Not exactly a win for both of you, is it? 

When you “lay down the law” without regard to how your child feels or 

what he thinks, you are opening yourself up for war on the  home front. 
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You’ve got to care about what your teen wants, too. Ironically, when you care about 

what your teen wants, you’ll end up getting more of what you want in the end. Both of 

you will win and your relationship will keep growing stronger. 

When you and your teen don’t see eye to eye or when you really want to persuade him 

or her to see your point of view, try using a T chart. You can do it in your head or write 

it down. On one side, list what the win is for you. On the other side, list what you think 

the win is for your child. 

Think of a time when using 

the T chart below would have 

helped a situation with your 

teen. Fill in the wins for each 

of you and then talk to your 

teen and see if you are right 

about what would have been 

a win for him or her. Ask if 

he or she would be willing to 

use this next time you are in 

a similar situation. 

What’s	a	Win	for	you?		 What’s	a	Win	for	your	teen?	

You may also  

want to use these  

Think Win-Win phrases  

and see what happens:

• How do you see it? 

• What would make this a win for you?  

• I think the important things for you are… 

• What’s your side of the story?
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Skill #�: Seek First to Understand, then to Be Understood 
This is Habit 5 of The 7 Habits of Highly Effective People. Simply put, it means to 

listen first and then talk. Let me share an excellent example of this. This story 

illustrates how we must listen with our heart and not just with our mind and ears. 

My youngest daughter, Amy, had just taken up golf. She proved such a natural talent that 

she rose through the ranks until she made the varsity golf team at school even though 

she was only a freshman with about eighteen months of experience.

One afternoon at work, I received a frantic phone call from her. She was almost breath-

less as she described what seemed to be a life-and-death situation. “Mom, I just found out 

that I have to wear soft spikes at the tournament tomorrow. Soft spikes, Mom. I only have 

hard spikes. They’re not going to let me play in hard spikes, Mom. Mom, what am I going 

to do?” she wailed.

I wanted to put on my tights and cloak and fly off to her rescue. On the other hand, I 

couldn’t understand why she was so upset. So, in I blundered, “You know, honey, we’re the 

same size and I have two pair of soft spikes. You can just borrow mine.”

“Oh, Mom, that’s not going to work. That won’t work. I can’t play in your shoes.”

Something about her voice clued me in. I realized there was something more than soft-

spiked shoes going on here. I had tried to solve the problem before I even knew what the 

real problem was. So I backtracked and tried again. “Honey, you sound really agitated.” 

Suddenly she burst into tears, “Mom, my first eighteen-hole tournament ever. I’m so 

scared!” Ah, now the phone call became crystal clear. She was using the golf shoes as the 

impetus to be able to talk to me about how she was feeling. Luckily rather than trying 

to solve her pseudo-problem, I was able to pause and listen. I allowed Amy to share her 

anxiety in a safe way. And yes, she wore my shoes, did great in the tournament, and is still 

golfing three years later.
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This situation is all too common, isn’t it? So often there is something much deeper 

going on inside of people than what they initially say. When there is, people often ask 

questions. If you really listen with your heart you will usually sense a deeper need 

behind the question. If you attempt to reflect that feeling or need as best you can while 

answering the questions, the other person will feel affirmed and validated in such a way 

that he or she will usually open up. It’s like giving your teen oxygen! 

When you really listen, you are acting as a mirror. 

You reflect. This is simply repeating in your own 

words what the other person is saying and feeling. 

The goal is not to mock, like parroting, but to 

really understand. 

Just like the father in the first story, sometimes 

the best thing you can do is be silent. You’re not 

ignoring, you’re absorbing what your teen has 

said and giving him or her the opportunity to 

fully express feelings without being cut off. 

Below is the traditional Chinese 

character for listening. Notice that 

listening involves more than just 

your ears; it also requires your  

eyes and heart. 

EARS EYES

HEART

Here are some great  

Seek First to Understand  

phrases to use:

• So, you’re saying that… 

• As I get it, you feel… 

• If I understand you correctly, you think… 

• You feel_________ about______________.
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Skill #�: Synergize
So, you now want a win for both of you and you are truly listening to your teen. Still 

hitting roadblocks? Whether you believe me or not, you can usually find a third option— 

a new and better way. You just have to be willing and mature enough to talk it through. 

This is called Habit 6: Synergize® of the 7 Habits. 

When you and your teen disagree about something, try finding a solution that works 

for both of you. You can always find good options if you talk openly. These five simple 

steps help you get there. 

As you probably noticed, Think Win-Win and Seek First to Understand are built right 

into this action plan. These three habits work together. I’m not saying this is always 

easy! But sometimes it is. Solutions to disagreements always exist if you talk it through. 

Synergy takes patience and effort, but it works. 

 

Define	the	ProBLeM	or	oPPortunity

their	Way 
Seek first to understand the ideas of others

My	Way 
Seek to be understood by sharing your ideas

BrainstorM	
Create new options and ideas

hiGh	Way 
Find the best solution

Getting	to	synergy	
A c t i o n  P l A n
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Conclusion
A wise man (my dad) once said, “Albert Schweitzer was once asked about how 

you should raise children. His answer was that there are three principles: first, 

example; second, example; and third, example. What we are communicates far 

more eloquently than anything we say or even do. The innate essence of who we really 

are, what our character really is, communicates quietly, silently, and imperceptibly. And 

children are amazingly sensitive, aware, and alert to all of this. When they are very little 

and subject to parents and other significant authority figures, they pick it all up in spite 

of our efforts to conceal, disguise, hide, pretend or posture.”

The principles, concepts, and skills 

I’ve shared with you are all based 

on mutual respect and kindness. 

Treat your teen as you want to 

be treated, even when it’s most 

difficult. Parent by example and you 

will see your relationship with your 

teen mature and grow. Building a 

lasting relationship with your teen 

will enrich not only your life, but 

the life of your child as well. 

A lasting, fulfilling 
relationship is my 

sincere wish for you 
and your family.

Warm Regards,


