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Teenage Secrets: What’s Trust Got to do With it? 
 

What do teens need from parents to feel safe to open up and share what may be very difficult, even serious 

issues with them? Teens are walking that fine line between being children and becoming an adult. As they 

make this journey they are faced with challenges and situations that could benefit from the experience and 

perspectives of an adult. A parent can be there for them but will they open up and share what's going on in 

their young lives? Only if there is trust!  

 

Today's teens face what many of us would describe as adult issues. So ready or not, they are exposed to 

topics and situations you may not have had an opportunity to discuss with them. Add on top of that, studies 

have been done to prove that the brain is not fully developed until a person's mid 20s. While teens think they 

may be able to handle some things on their own, and this is their attempt to demonstrate and claim their 

independence, studies show that brain development is not complete to make appropriate, well-thought out 

decisions, particularly in the areas of risk management and impulsiveness. 

 

What Did We Learn From Teens?  

We polled teenagers and the most difficult topics for them to speak to their parents about included 

relationships, sex, drug and alcohol use, their social life, depression and driving others when it’s not legally 

allowed. Some said they don't want their parents to know when they've not done well in school knowing it 

would disappoint them. Wow... not much left to talk to parents about! This is distressing to know teens feel 

they cannot easily go to their parents. The purpose in addressing this topic is simply to put it out on the 

table.  We cannot change what we don’t acknowledge.  
 

• We’ve heard that teens will sometimes lie…or withhold information.  Parents, ask yourselves if there 

are things you are willing to do differently to make it safer for them to open up? 
 

• Some teens don't know how to approach their parents with what they feel are difficult topics.  Parents, 

what are you willing to do to make it easier for them to approach you? Role modeling is one of the most 

effective ways of teaching … are you modeling how to talk about difficult and uncomfortable topics 

with them?   
 

• Teens feel parents don't really know them. Teens have different personas and they are not sure they want 

parents to see them, especially when they think you won’t like them.  Parents, are you willing to 

acknowledge that everyone, teens included, present different personas depending on the environment 

you are in? And are you willing to accept a side of them you may not be familiar with? 
 

• Teens send mixed messages. They want you one moment, and then the next they don’t. Parents, are you 

willing to be patient with these inconsistencies?  Are you willing to understand that this behavior is how 

they practice developing their independence? 
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What Can You Do As Parents?  

 

1. Notice if you are responding from fear or from love.  

• You can respond from fear, however, it often is received as trying to CONTROL. You end up 

focusing on the infractions and demanding that things be done your way.  

• Or you can respond from love and concern in which case you use the same information and choose 

to GUIDE them, providing support and holding the light but letting them find they own way. 

• Bottom line, parents have to talk with their teens, with the intention of helping them understand the 

broader implication and consequences of their actions. 

 

2. Notice the assumptions or beliefs you have and that you have imposed on your teen. 

• Do you assume teens will trust you simply because you are the parent? 

• Do you assume you know better than teens because of your personal experiences? Therefore, 

assuming it is right for your teen? 

• Do you assume because you think you are "cooler" and more open than your parents were, that your 

teen will open up to you?  

• Do you assume that your culture or where and how you grew up will work best for your teen?   

• Do you assume if your teen doesn't follow a particular path that it is wrong or they will fail or not be 

successful? 

• Do you assume that who your teen hangs out with will influence them and have a specific outcome?  

 

3. Be willing to do a reality check on some of your attitudes and beliefs… and ask, Is it true?  

Is it true that your personal experiences make you the expert on your teen's situation?  And quite frankly 

even if it did, does that mean your teen will follow your direction? In other words, do you make them do 

as you want or do you teach them?  

 

4. Know the distinction between what you WANT to know vs. NEED to know. NEED items are those 

things that have to do with your teen's safety and well-being. You NEED to know your teen is safe. 

What you may WANT to know may be invading their or someone else's privacy. Be aware that when 

you satisfy your WANT to know you must consider the price of having that information. Sometimes it 

will result in teens telling you less, hiding things more and can foster mistrust. The key is 

communication and coming up with a common understanding of WANTS and NEEDS within your 

family. 

 

5. Don't freak out. Or in other words stay calm. Hold back from over reacting and creating drama. Teens 

need parents to be calm, to be the voice of reason, objectivity and fairness, particularly as it relates to 

problems. They need to feel home is a place to find comfort, grounding to family values and 

consistency. Teens are watching you as they share information. When they see and feel that you are not 

harshly judging or ridiculing and instead feel that they are truly being heard, they are more apt to share 

with you.  
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6. Know and respect their privacy. Teens have boundaries too. If they are giving you a foot in the door 

in terms of sharing something with you, don't barge through expecting them to share more than they 

want or are ready to. This is a great place to talk about needs vs. wants and negotiate with one another.  

 

7. Be willing to see and hear their experiences as unique. Teens don't like when parents "-IZE". That is, 
generalize, trivialize, publicize or criticize! If they want to share something that happened with a friend 

or someone they know at school, remind yourself to listen objectively and fairly.  

 

8. Practice honest and open communication. Teach them discerning skills such as fact vs. fear vs. 

opinion. Be honest and tell them when you really don't know the facts and admit you are feeling fearful.   

  

9. Become informed. Access and read school publications that reveal the real-life issues of teens. Make 

time to have family talks, particularly on those topics that interest your teens. Attend parent seminars 

hosted by your school or community groups to hear the perspectives and concerns of other parents and 

teens. Information gained from these sources can be great openers for interesting conversations with 

your teen. 

 

10. Be a trustworthy parent. Stay true to your word, including when it comes to consequences you've 

agreed upon. Your consistent behavior, along with a willingness to engage your teen in all types of 

conversations and allowing him/her to contribute to decision-making regarding their autonomy will help 

grow the opportunities to practice and develop trust with one another.  

 

There is no "magic bullet" for everyone. Each family needs to find ways that suit them best. All parents 

have the same goals: their teen’s safety and well-being. It is also the role of the parent to support your teen 

as they navigate these transitional years. These are the challenging years ahead as they seek their identity, 

their independence and build their self confidence. Be there for them.   
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