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                                     A Practical Guide for Parents of Adolescents



Romantic Relationships 

As a parent, you have probably noticed that your teen spends most of their social time with friends of both sexes.  On average, by age 14 or 15, about half of all adolescents report some single- or group-dating experience. Dating at this stage is often short-term, as adolescents learn how to relate to their peers. For example, the average length of romantic relationships among 15-year-olds is approximately four months.  

Data from Canadian high school students shows that peer to peer harassment is prevalent. Violent behaviour, such as physical aggression, intimidation, or coercion, is associated with mental and emotional problems for both victims and perpetrators. As youth begin the transition to dating relationships, some of these potentially harmful acts occur with romantic partners.  Recognizing that girls as well as boys engage in abusive behaviour in adolescence, guidance and support during this period of development is crucial.  

What Is Your Adolescent Learning in School About Personal Safety and Injury Prevention?
In Grade 9, your child is taught the following important 
lessons in their Physical and Health Education class:

 •
Effective personal strategies to reduce injuries and selfcompromizing behaviours

 •
Active listening skills when managing conflict

 •
To identify types of physical and non-physical abuse and the causes of abuse and violence

 •
Solutions and strategies to address violence in the lives of young people

 •
To understand personal values that can lead to conflict

 •
To understand the impact of the media on values and goals related to healthy living

 •
Assertiveness techniques to avoid escalating conflict

 •
The school’s involvement in developing strategies to end violence in the lives of young people 


What is Dating Violence or 
Relationship Abuse?

Dating violence and relationship abuse are a pattern of power and control that one person uses against another (i.e., boyfriend, girlfriend, or partner).  Violence can happen to anyone at any age, no matter what ethnicity, religion, level of education, or economic background.  Relationship abuse can include many different forms of violence, including:

•
Emotional or verbal abuse: name calling, criticizing, put downs, threats, isolation from friends and family, controlling what someone wears or with whom they socialize.

•
Physical abuse: hitting, slapping, pushing, and punching.

•
Sexual abuse: being forced to engage in a sexual activity without consent (i.e., kissing, touching, intercourse, etc.).

•
Financial Abuse: denying access to money; extortion; one partner makes all financial decisions.  

Characteristics of Dating 
Violence

•
Likely to take place during dates or social events

•
Severity of aggressive acts increases as the dating 
relationship becomes more serious (and with the 
involvement of drugs/alcohol)

•
Exists along a continuum from minor aggression and 
coercion to more severe abuse and assault 

•
Boys are more likely than girls to use physically aggressive coercion strategies 

•
Girls are more likely than boys to use non aggressive and psychologically aggressive strategies (name calling, 
unwanted touching)

•
Girls are more likely to report being afraid of a dating partner or to be physically hurt by dating violence

•
Boys are more likely to describe dating violence as a 
nuisance or attempt by a dating partner to get attention

Potential Warning Signs
Some of the signs you may see in your teen when dating violence or abuse is occurring:

•
Unexplained injuries, such as bruises, with explanations that don’t make sense

•
Unequal decision making in the relationship

•
Isolation from friends and family 

•
Jealousy occurs when people of the other-sex pay attention to one member or the couple

•
Put downs or name calling in front of others

•
Apologies and excuses for a dating partner’s behaviour

•
Hostile and disrespectful language

•
Loss of interest in activities that were once enjoyed

•
Controlling behaviour – one partner is always checking on the other (phoning, paging, emailing) to see what they are doing and who they are with

•
Violent behaviour in the relationship is mentioned but downplayed with excuses or dismissed as a joke

•
Loss of temper (striking or breaking objects)

•
Joking about slapping their partner or insulting them in front of others

What Makes it so Difficult to Leave an Abusive Relationship?
The obvious question people ask when the topic of 
abusive relationships is brought up is why someone would stay in an abusive relationship when it seems clear they should leave.  The number one reason is fear.


FEAR of losing some friends or support that have been gained through the relationship


FEAR that no one understands the boyfriend/girlfriend 
except oneself

  
FEAR of further abuse or harm by the abuser

  
FEAR that no one will believe him or her


FEAR of the abuser and feeling “pressured” to stay


FEAR that parents won’t let them date anymore


There are many other reasons why someone would remain in an abusive relationship.  Some of these include:

•
The adolescent may be in love and not want to end the 
relationship – he or she may care for the abuser and though they want to end the abuse, they don’t want to end the 
relationship

•
Concerns about disappointing one’s parents or bringing shame to the family (“things like this don’t happen in our family”)

•
Belief that the violence will decrease over time with 
increased commitment

•
Poor understanding of what a healthy relationship looks like, and he or she may not recognize the behaviour as 
abusive
•
Feeling that they can change the person

What Factors Protect Against Relationship Violence?

•
Healthy relationships with friends, family, and others

•
Strong communication and social skills

•
Good role models who demonstrate non-violent conflict resolution skills

•
Delayed or more gradual entry into dating and romantic relationships

•
Belief in oneself: good confidence and self-esteem 

Disadvantages of Early and Serious Dating

Research has shown that teens who engage in premature dating activities and establish committed relationships at an early age have a greater likelihood of developing unhealthy relationship patterns and associated problems in social and emotional 
development.  Early dating has been associated with a number of adolescent problems:
•
teen pregnancy

•
decline in academic grades

•
smoking

•
drinking and substance abuse

•
delinquent behaviours 

•
relationship abuse


How Can Parents Help?

•
Teach Early. It’s never too early to talk to your child about violence. Talk to him or her about how to express anger and frustration and what is inappropriate. Talk about what it means to be fair, to share and to treat others with respect. 
•
Give Them Skills. teach appropriate ways of expressing anger without using violence. Talk to your teen about walking it out, talking it out, or taking time out. Let your teen know that she or he can always come to you if he or she feels like things are getting out of hand. Give examples of what you might say or do in a situation that could turn violent.

•
Be a Role Model. Your teen will learn how to treat people by watching how you treat others. Ensure that you treat people with respect – while you are driving, talking with service representatives, when dealing with waiters or waitresses, and when talking to your family. Be aware of how you express your anger. Always treat people in a way that your son or daughter will admire. 

•
Ask Questions. You may be surprised at what your teen thinks is normal. Now is your chance to let him or her know what you think is right. What are some behaviours in a relationship that are healthy, and which ones would you have trouble with? (Encourage them to think about what a healthy relationship looks like for them).

•
Discuss Stereotypes. Our culture tells boys to be tough and know how to fight and that real men don’t cry.  Boys are often taught not to feel sad, needy, weak, confused, scared or powerless. On the other hand, culture tells girls that they should compromise, that others come first, that they are less powerful, and more emotional than boys. Discuss these and other gender stereotypes and how they affect how boys and girls behave towards each other, and how they expect others to behave towards them.


General Communication Tips for Parents

Start Today. If you wait until the “right time”, you’ll probably miss your opportunity. Teens need to be armed with information before they are confronted with difficult decisions. Give them the information they need to make healthy decisions. Some 
topics may never get discussed unless parents take the initiative. 

Teach Often. It’s not a one time only discussion. Continue to be available to discuss issues, concerns, and problems as they arise. Communication is not a one time event. Look for opportunities to talk on a regular basis. Keep the lines of  communication open. Educating children and teens is most effective when you make it an ongoing discussion, starting in the preschool and school age years.

Active Participation. Teens who actively participate in the discussion are more likely to feel comfortable discussing these issues and defending their ideas when discussing with others.

Remember: Teens are sensitive to being “lectured,” so 
encourage them to talk without criticism or pressure. 
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FACT FILE�Who do teens ask for help?


The majority of girls and boys do not tell anyone at the time the abuse occurred 


Victims and perpetrators who seek help �usually do so from friends and parents


Friends are often considered the most �important source of influential and emotional support for teens.





FACT FILE


35% of female adolescents and 38% of male adolescents report that they had �experienced violence or abuse at least once by their partner in the last year.


Similar rates of physical and psychological aggression are experienced by male and �female adolescents in their dating relationships. The impact of these acts is different for boys and girls.


The cycle of violence increases in severity and frequency over time.





Resources: Clinics in London and Surrounding Area 


	Middlesex-London Health Unit�50 King Street�London, Ontario N6A 5L7�Tel: (519) 663-5317�Fax: (519) 663-9581�Web: www.healthunit.com


Online Resources for �Parents and Teens


http://www.troubledwith.com/parenting-teens.htm


TroubledWith.com is a collection of articles, resources and referrals organized by topic around family �issues and concerns.


Can help families by providing complete coverage of issues related to teens, including a brief introduction to each topic, an overview of the issue at hand, Q&A with experts and tips for making things better. 


Violent and Abusive �Relationship Resources 


Founding Fathers


http://founding-fathers.org/about/


Dating Violence: A Fact Sheet from the Department of Justice Canada 





http://canada.justice.gc.ca/en/ps/fm/datingfs.html





Strategies for Healthy Youth Relationships


If you have any questions about the Fourth R Curriculum or this newsletter, please contact:


CAMH Centre for Prevention Science�100 Collip Circle, Suite 100�London Ontario, N6G 4X8�Phone: (519) 858-5144





Coming soon…


The next parent newsletter focuses on healthy growth and sexuality. You will get information about ways to help your adolescent make healthy decisions affecting sexuality and sexual behaviours.





What Does a Healthy �Relationship Look Like?


Individuals in healthy relationships:


Respect each other (individual and personal boundaries) 


Openly communicate their feelings to their partners


Never force their partner to do things they don’t want them to do


Allow their partner to make their own decisions of how and with whom they want to spend their time


Do not hurt their partner – emotionally, physically, verbally, or sexually








