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Session 9: Dealing with teenagers

What is intergenerational conflict?

Bringing up teenagers is one of the most difficult 
tasks any parent can face. Conflict often results, 
which can disrupt even the happiest families. 

This conflict between teenagers and their 
parents, and sometimes between teenagers 
and grandparents, is often referred to as 
‘intergenerational conflict’. It happens within 
every family from every culture and in every 
country, but migrant families face extra 
pressures. As well as the differences between 
generations, migrant families have to cope with 
different cultural attitudes about how to bring up 
teenagers. 

While coping can be difficult, it is not impossible. 
This chapter will help you understand the problem 
better. It finishes with some ideas about how to 
improve communications with your teenagers and 
get better cooperation for a better relationship 
and positive outcomes.

The special needs of migrant families

Before we look at how best to cope with 
intergenerational conflict, it is helpful to 
understand the many pressures facing your 
family. 

•	 You might be part of an extended family 
	 that gives grandparents, uncles, aunts, 
	 brothers and sisters joint responsibility 
	 for looking after children.  

•	 Alternatively, you may have no extended 
	 family or friends to rely on at all and may 
	 be unable to get advice from experienced 
	 parents on how to cope with your children’s 
	 difficult years.

•	 You might have a large family and find 
	 it difficult to get a home big enough to give 
	 teenagers the space they often need.

•	 There might be extra pressure on migrant 
	 children to succeed because giving them 
	 opportunities may have been one of the 
	 main reasons why you chose to migrate 
	 to Australia. 

Migration involves independence, excitement 
and new opportunities, but it can also involve 
considerable costs.
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Advantages and disadvantages of migration for migrant families

Advantages Disadvantages

Better educational opportunities for 
the children

Exposure to lifestyles that may cause tension 
with your own traditional lifestyle 

Learning a new culture
Conflict about how to bring up children and 
how much personal freedom they should have

A fairer social welfare system and sometimes 
higher incomes and more money to spend 
on the family

Higher costs for bringing up children

Equality for males and females, mothers 
and fathers

Different understandings regarding the roles 
and authority of fathers and mothers and 
between men and women in general

Freedom from being expected to follow 
‘the old ways’ in raising your children

Being confused about how best to raise your 
children so they do not forget your culture and 
the culture of their grandparents

Why is conflict with teenagers 
so common?

The most important thing for teenagers is often 
to ‘fit in’ with their friends and other young 
people. It is a time of life when teenagers need 
to form their own identity away from the control 
of relatives and you as their parent. This can lead 
to rebellious behaviour and a refusal to listen to 
and obey you.

The need for becoming independent is often 
expressed through various behaviours that are 
perceived by parents as rebellious.

For example:

•	 Teenagers may want more privacy and 
	 become more self conscious about their 
	 looks, especially in the presence of the 
	 opposite sex.

•	 Teenagers may feel pressured to adopt 
	 mainstream culture in appearance and 
	 behaviour. For instance, they may change 
	 their clothes, start to only speak in English, 
	 and refuse to follow common Arabic cultural 
	 traditions and customs.
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Consequences of serious family conflict

Most families manage intergenerational conflict 
well. However, if the conflict is acute and remains 
unresolved, it can lead to family breakdown. In 
extreme circumstances conflict can lead to:

•	 Children running away from home or 
	 coming to the attention of the police

•	 Your family feeling pressured to return to 
	 your country of origin because children have 
	 lost their ‘cultural roots’ and are confused 
	 about their ethnic identity

•	 Violence between parents and children

•	 Children swearing or showing disrespectful 
	 behaviour towards parents

•	 Children using drugs and alcohol or stealing 
	 from their parents

•	 Children lying to their parents, skipping 
	 classes or performing badly at school 

•	 Parents gambling or spending too much time 
	 at work to avoid being at home.

Common causes of conflict

There are a number of causes of intergenerational 
conflict common to all cultures.

EXERCISE TEN

The usual causes of intergenerational conflict

Read through the following list of common causes of conflict between parents and teenagers. 
Tick those that have occurred in your family. Have you got a plan in place to help your family 
cope? Discuss each issue with your husband or wife and plan how to deal with each problem. 

Common causes of conflict
Has this 
happened in 
your family?

Do you have 
an agreed set 
of rules?

1.	 Going out at night without your permission

2.	 Your daughter(s) refusing to obey family rules 
unless their brother(s) obey these rules also 

3.	 Teenagers refusing to attend religious, cultural 
and extended family special events

4.	 Refusing to eat traditional food
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Common causes of conflict
Has this 
happened in 
your family?

Do you have 
an agreed set 
of rules?

5.	 Wearing unsuitable clothes or choosing friends 
you disapprove of 

6.	 Having a boyfriend or a girlfriend

7.	 Your child may want to marry someone from 
outside the Arabic community

8.	 Dropping out of school early or avoiding school 
homework and study for exams

9.	 Smoking or taking drugs and alcohol

10.	Refusing to speak or learn Arabic and become 
disinterested in cultural traditions

Tips for overcoming conflict

Conflict with teenagers is inevitable. However, 
when it is handled well, it can lead to healthier 
family relationships.

There are some general approaches you can 
take that will help you cope with and overcome 
conflict with your teenagers:

•	 Always be consistent about the family’s rules  
	 and expectations about how you want your  
	 children to behave.

•	 Set a good example with your children by  
	 talking about the rules before they become  
	 teenagers, so they know what to expect.

•	 Learn new ways of communicating with your  
	 children by being open and by talking to  
	 them about some of the similar difficulties you  
	 had as a teenager.

•	 Take your children’s needs and wishes  
	 into account when making decisions about  
	 the family.

•	 Learn how to express anger and other  
	 emotions without resorting to unnecessary  
	 tears, abusive language or violence.
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•	 Determine which parts of the new culture to  
	 adopt and which parts of your original  
	 culture to retain. Write a list. Make sure you  
	 and your family agree about the cultural  
	 rules and traditions that you want the family  
	 to practise.

•	 Be clear about the level of involvement  
	 you want in your family from the children’s  
	 grandparents and other extended family  
	 members. 

•	 Make sure these new family rules are  
	 properly discussed and well understood by  
	 all family members and that both parents  
	 agree not to contradict each other when  
	 enforcing these rules.

Some specific tips

Here are some causes of family conflict 
from Exercise 10 and some tips for dealing 
with them.

Going out at night 
without your 
permission

Despite what your children may claim, many families regardless of 
their cultural backgrounds do not let their children go out whenever 
and wherever they like. 

You should set rules and be consistent. For instance, you may 
demand your children be home by a certain time or that they 
can only go out with a brother, sister, relative or friend you trust. 
Another option is that you may decide they can only go out on 
their own during the day time.

Different rules for 
sons and daughters

If you allow your sons to go out at night, don’t be surprised if your 
daughters demand the same freedom. You are more likely to be 
respected and obeyed by your sons and daughters if you treat 
them relatively equally. 

If you are extremely lenient with your sons and controlling with 
your daughters, this may lead to problems and arguments with 
your daughters at home.
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Having a boyfriend 
or a girlfriend 

Don’t be surprised if this happens and don’t over-react. Set a 
time to discuss this matter. Listen to your children’s thoughts and 
express your concerns in a calm and caring manner. Talk about 
the moral values that you would like them to adopt and how they 
have served you and your marriage.

Express any disapproval in terms of the consequences of having 
a relationship at such a young age and how this can lead to 
other priorities (like school) being neglected. You may also wish to 
discuss the emotional challenges a relationship may bring them.

Refusing to attend 
religious, cultural 
or extended family 
events 

This is often your children’s way of expressing their confusion 
about their ethnic identity. Discuss your cultural heritage with your 
children and point out to them that in today’s world, being able 
to move comfortably between two languages and cultures is a 
bonus. 

If they resist accepting your culture, don’t over-react; children 
usually become proud of their heritage when they reach adulthood. 
By over-reacting, you may force them into a position where they 
reject your culture outright and feel attacked by you.

Choosing friends 
you disapprove of

It doesn’t pay to over-react to this common situation. Do not make 
nasty and negative comments about your children’s friends. 
Discuss with your husband or wife whether your children’s friends 
are suitable. 

If you strongly disapprove, give your children good reasons why 
their friends are not suitable and try to influence them rather 
than ‘lay down the law’. Remember, your children are likely to 
challenge you if you tell them not to associate with someone just 
because of their race or religion.
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Refusing to study 
what you would like 
or failing to study 
hard enough

Many migrants dream that their children will become good 
students, but it doesn’t always happen. Forcing your children to 
study will not work. Your child will be more motivated to learn 
if you create the right environment and set a good example, 
like talking about school and how they are progressing from the 
moment they start school, not just in the final years. Having books 
in the house, discussing current affairs, reading books and buying 
quality newspapers sets a good example for the children. 

Treat your children’s education as extremely important to you 
and remind them that it takes significant work and perseverance 
to succeed at school and go to University. Take an interest in 
their school and talk to their teachers regularly. Talk to your 
children about how wonderful it would be for them to continue 
their education. Spell out to them the benefits in going on with 
their education in terms of their future and the quality of work 
opportunities it offers for them for the rest of their lives.

Being forced to 
translate for parents

This can cause your children great embarrassment and even 
shame. Your children may think that the person you are speaking 
to is making a judgement that the family is stupid. 

Do not use your children to translate for you when it involves 
personal and private issues; always use an adult or professional 
interpreter. 

Assist your children to understand the reasons why you have 
limited English. Assure your children that you are trying to learn 
the language.
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Smoking or taking 
drugs and alcohol 

Don’t be surprised if your child experiments with smoking, 
drugs or alcohol. This happens to children from all cultural 
backgrounds. The answer is not to hide your children from 
Australian society to avoid exposing them to danger, as this 
is virtually impossible to achieve today. 

It is important to discuss the consequences of smoking, taking drugs 
and drinking alcohol as soon as your children are old enough to 
understand. You should establish rules for the whole family. For 
instance, forbidding alcohol in your house needs to be discussed 
in accordance with your religious or cultural expectations. 

Be a positive role model for your children. It is extremely difficult 
for you to expect your child not to drink, smoke or use drugs 
if you yourself do any of these. 

If you think your child may be using drugs or alcohol, take 
it seriously and seek advice from your doctor or a health 
professional. It is your responsibility to work closely with them 
to reach the best outcome for your child.
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Members of the Parenting Expert Panel
The Spectrum Migrant Resource Centre worked closely with a panel of professionals with 
expertise in the social and parenting fields for the purpose of reviewing the parenting guides and  
providing a cultural perspective on the contents. The parenting expert panel within the local Arabic 
community included:

Dr Hadi ABD

Hadi completed his studies in Iraq before migrating to Australia where he pursued his postgraduate 
studies towards a PhD in Immunology from Queensland University. Over the years, Hadi has worked 
in the higher education sector and the medical research field as well as the social services sector for 
several years. Hadi has been involved in the Arabic community in general and the Iraqi community 
in particular for many years.

“Family values as well as parenting practices vary from one culture to another. In addition,	
raising children in an unfamiliar culture can be difficult and quite challenging. Parenting resources	
such as this booklet assist parents to deal with these challenges effectively. They also provide 	
parents with practical tips and advice that can assist them in supporting their children 	
throughout their various developmental stages”. – Dr Hadi Abd

Dr Samia ABO

Samia holds a Bachelor of Pharmacy from Damascus University, Syria; a Post Graduate Diploma 
in Pharmacokinetics from Paris-France; a D.Sci, Rene Descartes University, Paris 5, France; and 
a Post Graduate Diploma in Counselling, La Trobe University, Australia. For over 30 years, Samia 
worked in the field of medical research and teaching in different countries including Syria, France, 
Germany, USA and Australia. For the last two years Samia has been working with the Spectrum 
Migrant Resource Centre as a Counsellor. Samia has always been interested and involved with the 
community helping with health and social issues, more specifically within the local Arabic Community.

“Raising children in a different culture with all its social and cultural values is one of the biggest 
challenges parents encounter when they move to the new country they decided to settle in.	
This guide is a good source for those parents who find it difficult to accommodate their beliefs with the 
uncertainty of the new culture, yet they want success and happiness for their loved ones. What I found 
significantly distinguishing is that this guide is written and reviewed by first and second generation 
migrants who lived in this country for decades and experienced the challenges themselves”. – Dr 
Samia Abo
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Saba HAKIM

Saba Hakim is a founding member and Projects Manager of Australian MADE (Muslim Adolescent 
Development and Education) Inc, a youth based organisation that deals with Muslim youth issues. 
Saba is also a Trade Marks Attorney and Business Lawyer; however Saba regards her most valued 
role as being mother of three young children.

“I spent six years in university learning how to be a lawyer but I was handed the responsibility of child 
rearing with no required educational qualifications. I soon discovered that raising a child is more 
difficult and complex than any legal matter I had dealt with in my profession. Parenting resources 
such as this booklet and the associated training courses are essential guides to help us deal with the 
daily challenges of raising children. The booklet tackles areas of concern that are specifically relevant 
to our community. It also reinforces the principle that the key to producing a well-rounded child is 
to understand how our actions and reactions impact on our children and embracing a positive and 
effective method of parenting.” – Saba Hakim

Tymur HUSSEIN

Tymur was born in Australia from parents of Egyptian decent. Tymur completed a Bachelor Degree 
followed by a Masters degree in Psychology from Victoria University. He is a Registered Psychologist 
and currently working for the Spectrum MRC as the Education & Training Coordinator and for Victoria 
University as a sessional Lecturer in Psychology. Tymur’s interests include Australian-Muslim identity 
from a psychological and political perspective, and community mental health. 

“The current socio-political climate presents unique challenges to Australian-Muslim families in general 
and Arabic families in particular. This ‘Parenting in a New Culture’ guide aims to empower families to 
address such challenges through techniques that stimulate healthy dialogue and progressive action”. 
– Tymur Hussein
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