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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 communication with your teenager.

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 your family migrated 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

Changes to 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.

Teenagers seek to be independent, and this desire 
is often expressed through rebellious behaviours, 
which means rejecting the wishes and advice of 
parents.

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 copy their  
	 Australian friends by changing their  
	 appearance and rejecting many Samoan  
	 customs and traditions. For instance, they  
	 may change their clothes or hairstyle to imitate  
	 their favourite pop-stars, start to only speak in  
	 English, and refuse to attend Samoan church  
	 or participate in Samoan celebrations.
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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.	 Getting a boyfriend or a girlfriend 

7.	 Your child may want to marry someone from 
outside the Samoan 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 the Samoan language 
and becoming 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.



53

•	 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, but always agree on a specific time 
that they will come home.

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 equal. 

If you are extremely lenient with your son and controlling with 
your daughter, this may lead to problems and arguments with your 
daughter 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 to them. 
You may also discuss whether they have thought about the risks of 
pregnancy, if you believe they are sexually active.

Refusing to attend 
religious, cultural 
or extended family 
events 

This is often your children’s way of expressing their confusion 
about, or even rejection of, their ethnic identity because they are 
trying to fit in with their Australian friends. 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.

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 very 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 Samoan community 
included:

Sera AIONO

Sera is a very active member within the Samoan community and the Samoan Community Link of 
Victoria.

“I am delighted to see such a parenting guide specifically developed for the Samoan community 
in Australia. The guide will assist parents of Samoan backgrounds to face the challenges of raising 
their children in Australia. It provides parents with practical tips to deal with various parenting issues. 
I found the ‘dealing with teenagers’ section in particular very interesting, very well presented and 
genuinely needed by parents within migrant communities in general and the Samoan community in 
particular. – Sera Aiono

Fuauli AUNEI LOGO

Fuauli is an active member within the Victorian Samoan community and the current Secretary of the 
Samoan Community Link of Victoria.

“I found the parenting guide a valuable source of knowledge. The topics addressed are very well 
selected.  If utilised well by parents of Samoan origin, it will definitely empower them to become more 
confident in dealing with their children in their various stages of development”. – Fuauli Aunei Logo

Sanelivi I’A

Sanelivi completed his studies towards a Bachelor Degree in Social Communication from the University 
of Pontifical Salesiana, Rome. Sanelivi worked for several years in the youth and social services 
sector in Samoa and New Zealand before migrating to Australia. Sanelivi is very active within the 
Victorian Samoan community. He is a cofounder of the Samoan Community Link of Victoria and its 
current President.

“Migrant parents in general regardless of their cultural and ethnic backgrounds would greatly benefit 
from parenting resources that address their needs, enhance their parenting skills and develop their 
confidence in raising their children in a new cultural setting. I found the guide valuable in assisting 
parents in their role by providing practical tips and strategies”. – Sanelivi I’A
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Pesio I’A

Pesio completed her studies towards Bachelor of Missiology (spirituality studies) from Pontifical 
Urbaniana University, Rome.  She also completed a Certificate of Primary teaching in Samoa and a 
Diploma in Primary Teaching from University of Auckland, New Zealand. She worked in the primary 
education sector in Samoa and New Zealand before migrating to Australia. Pesio currently works as 
a teacher with Lalor East Primary School.

 “As a migrant parent of Samaon heritage, I genuinely feel that a resource such as this parenting 
guide is greatly needed by the Samoan community as well as by professionals working with parents 
of Samoan origin. The guide comprehensively covers important topics and provides valuable 
information, strategies and tips that enhance parents’ confidence”. – Pesio I’a

Ma’afala LIMA

Maafala Lima is an ordained Minister of the Congregational Church in Samoa (CCCS). He completed 
his tertiary studies followed by a Masters Degree of Theology from Princeton Theological Seminary 
New Jersey, USA. Later, he worked as a Lecturer in Theology at Malua Theological College in 
Samoa. Mr Lima is currently pursuing his Doctorate studies at Melbourne College of Divinity (MCD), 
affiliated with the University of Melbourne.

“It is wonderful to see that Spectrum Migrant Resource Centre has taken the initiative to develop such 
a valuable parenting resource for parents and families of Samoan backgrounds who live in Australia. 
This parenting resource will assist parents to enhance their parenting abilities to raise their children 
confidently within the Australian cultural, social and educational environments”. – Ma’afala Lima

Mino SU’A

Mino is an active member within the Victorian Samoan community and a member of the Samoan 
Community Link of Victoria.

“Raising Samoan children in Australia is considered by the vast majority of Samoan parents as the 
most challenging task facing them in the process of resettling. I found this parenting guide to be a 
source of comprehensive information that assists parents in developing strategies to deal with the 
challenges of raising their children in the new culture”. – Mino Su’a
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