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Asset #1: Family provides high levels of love and support.

THE IMPORTANCE OF FAMILY SUPPORT

Family support refers to the ways that parents, siblings, and extended family show love,
encouragement, and comfort to each other—families are the cornerstone of the social support system
for youth. Because adolescents require greater autonomy and independence than younger children,
effective family support for older youth takes a different form than in earlier years; however, their need
for their families is still strong. Adults are challenged to find a balance between giving youth the
support they need to navigate their adolescence and the independence they need to develop as
individuals.

In their book Parenting Teens with Love and Logic, Foster Cline, M.D. and Jim Fay discuss the
transition from parenting younger children—who typically require guidance and firm limits—to
parenting adolescents, who benefit most from the freedom to make their own decisions within the
boundaries of safe, reasonable limits. According to Cline and Fay, effective parenting in the teenage
years requires clearly communicating expectations and consequences while allowing youth to make
their own decisions and “own” the results...even if their choices are not the ones that we would have
preferred.

The following discussion topics can be used to open a dialogue with young people about the ways that
they experience family support:

e Does your family provide support in a way that’s meaningful and easy for you to recognize?
Why or why not?

e Do you and your parents treat each other with the same kindness and dignity that you'd
expect from your friends?

e Does your family do things together on a regular basis? Are there any activities that you’'d
like to share (or be willing to share) with your family?

One of the most important things to realize about providing family support to older children is that they
need the love and support every bit as much as younger children do, even if they claim that they don't.
Although it can be challenging to remain connected to preteens and teenagers, the benefits of doing
SO are immense.
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ACTIVITIES

The activities below are a starting point to help build and strengthen the asset of family support.
FOR FAMILIES

e Make family rules together, and agree on rewards for following the rules and consequences
for breaking them.

o Tryto eat at least one meal together every day, and set aside at least one evening or weekend
day for the family to spend together in a pastime that everyone enjoys or finds valuable. Make
the effort to maintain these traditions and rituals even if your children complain about them
when they’re older.

e Be sure to recognize your children’s unique talents and encourage their interests, even when
they don’t match yours. For example, if they’re interested in animation, check to see if there’s
a convention or film festival in your region that you can attend together.

e Look your children in the eyes when you talk to them, and give them all of your attention in
conversation.

e Be empathetic about their struggles and concerns—no matter how silly or trivial their
problems seem to you, they are significant to your children.

e Praise your children for doing a good job and point out when they’re being helpful.

e At least once a day, try to express that you appreciate and care about your children.

e Be affectionate, but respect their space; older children especially may be uncomfortable
about displays of affection in front of non-family members.

FOR ALL ADULTS

e Talk with young people about their families and point out the ways that the children are
supported and loved. Similarly, when you speak with parents, take time to notice and praise
their efforts at providing family support for their children.

e If you're an employer, help your staff provide emotional support for their families through
release time, sick leave, and creating a positive environment where employees don’t feel that
having children is a liability at their job.

e Sponsor activities and events in which the entire family can participate—for example, a picnic
or carnival instead of a happy hour.
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AT SCHOOL OR IN YOUTH PROGRAMS

Deliver a unit on families to help young people appreciate and respect all kinds of families.
Schedule events that bring families together, like open houses or family game nights.

If possible, schedule speakers and workshops on family life and associated issues.

Be sure that your staff recognition and acknowledgement of non-traditional families in which
a child’s primary caretakers may not be their biological parents.

This article was provided courtesy of Project Cornerstone.
For more information, visit www.projectcornerstone.org.
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