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Risky Behaviors or Healthy Experimentation?

One of the most difficult challenges for parents is how to deal with the choices about risky behavior their teenagers sometimes make.  Parents often believe these choices are impulsive and unwise.

But that is not always the case, according to Jodi Dworkin, University of Minnesota faculty member in Family Social Science. Sometimes what looks like risk taking behavior to adults is actually normal, healthy experimentation. Dworkin interviewed college students and teenagers about their experiences with risk-taking. She didn’t find a single young person among those she spoke with who did not know the potential consequences of using drugs or alcohol, smoking, or engaging in unprotected sexual activity. But to a young person, having fun and being with friends are more important than the risks.

Teenagers are in the midst of a long, challenging, and exciting process of developing their identity and figuring out who they are, and what they are about in life. There are many things that influence this process, and high on the list are parents and the values teenagers learn from them. “Kids are constantly asking themselves, ‘What would my parents think?’” Dworkin learned.

As they go through this journey of developing their identity, young people consciously and unconsciously look for opportunities to test out the values and limits they’ve grown up with, to learn and develop their own values, to learn about other people, to learn about themselves in new and different social situations, to learn the effects of their actions, and to learn to set personal limits.  For some youth, this is a very intentional and systematic process. So what may look like just a drinking party to parents may have many benefits for young people.  But just like adults, youth often make bad decisions or find themselves in situations they can't handle.

Dworkin also asked these young people what advice they have for parents. They told her that parents should become concerned when they see major changes in their teenagers, for example, when they have a whole group of new friends, are performing poorly in school, or are always tired or sick. But on the whole, parents should ask questions, trust the answers, and listen carefully without jumping in with lectures.

Dworkin offers some additional tips for parents:

· Be ready to talk when your teen is, not just when it’s convenient for you.

· Listen carefully to your teens’ concerns, and respect their views.

· Encourage open and honest discussion about what makes a reasonable risk.

· When conflicts arise, work with your teen to resolve them in a positive way.  When they feel their needs have been considered and they are part of solution, teens are much more apt to cooperate.

· Tell your teens you love them, praise them regularly, and find ways to spend time with them.

“We want children to make decisions and learn to stand on their own feet,” says Dworkin.  “We should be open to the person each child is becoming.”  And that includes understanding both the risks and opportunities of experimentation.

Resources on a variety of parenting and family issues can be found on the website of the University of Minnesota’s Children, Youth and Family Consortium at http://www.cyfc.umn.edu.

