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The Approachable Parent: 
Talking About Sensitive Topics 

Adapted from guidance by Dr. Robin Beach 
 
 
As children enter adolescence, they face many challenges and decisions arising from the freedom and openness 
of today�s society.  It is often difficult for them to sort through the confusion and know their true values.  At 
this stage, they are in need of parental support and guidance more than ever.  The vast amount of information 
(and misinformation) they get from peers, television, movies and the media needs to be balanced with ample 
family discussion. 
 
Many parents find it difficult or embarrassing to discuss sensitive issues with their adolescents and likewise 
teens may feel uncomfortable taking with their folks.  Here are a few guidelines for how to be an 
�approachable� parent: 
 

1. Listen well (the parent who listens is the parent who is listened to) the very best technique is called 
�reflective listening.�  Here is the method: 

! Listen carefully to identify the message or feeling your teen is trying to express.  Then reflect it 
back to them without judgment or criticism.  Make statements like: 

! You�re feeling � (angry, helpless, and lonely).� 
�It sounds as though � (you�re frustrated). 
�I can hear you saying � (you�re afraid he�ll leave you).� 

! Clarify his or her question � (�It�s natural to want someone to love you.�) 
! Hold back all temptation to give advice until you have listened well. 
! Then gain interest in your advice by saying � (�Would you like to know what I think about that?�) 

 
2. You don�t have to know all the answers 

! It is okay to be uncomfortable or not know specific answers when discussing sensitive.  Be honest. 
�This is hard for me to talk about.� 
�We�ll look it up together.� 
�We�ll ask the teacher, minister, nurse, etc.� 
 

3. Create opportunities for discussion by asking general (not personal) questions 
�What did you think of that TV scene where--?� 
�What if your friend got pregnant at 15--?� 
�How would you have handled that problem--?� 

4. Pick neutral territory and times for discussion (make time to talk) 
! Dinner table family discussions (about a newspaper article or TV show). 
! When driving somewhere in the car (great time to talk). 
! Set �dates� for lunch, movie shopping � with time to share what is happening in both your lives. 
! When sharing chores (doing the dishes, washing the car). 
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5. Respond to clues that your teen wants to talk 

For example, they mention �their friend� has a problem, or they leave a magazine article open, or they 
ask you about your teenage dating experiences. 

 
6. Offer honest opinions and non-judgmental responses 

Teenagers need to challenge their parent�s opinions � it�s part of becoming independent.  Give them 
the freedom to explore their thoughts. 

�We may not agree on this--� 
�You have a right to your opinion too--� 
�I know you have to make your own choices--� 
�You can talk to me about anything � no matter how bad � I�ll still love you.� 
 

7. Give straightforward accurate facts when answering questions 
Yes, they are old enough to hear it. 

 
8. Provide your teen with information resources for further answers 

Library books, pamphlets, fact sheets, good books for teens. 
 

9. Be realistic 
It is normal for young teens to be curious about behaviors. 
1. Prepare your teen to act responsibly 
2. Let them know you expect them to think about the consequences of their choices. 
3. If you want them to wait until marriage � say so. 

 
10. Remember that your actions teach far more than your words 

! Clarity you own feelings and values about sensitive issues, so you can convey honest beliefs. 
! If we preach a standard of behavior to teens that we are not willing to practice ourselves, they will 

label us hypocrites � and rightly so. 
 
11. Bite your tongue often 

Whenever you are tempted to say, �I told you so.  You should have listened to me.  How could you be 
so stupid?  If you ever fill in the blank, I will kill you.  No daughter of mine would ever do that!�  (You 
know the ones.) Don�t do it! 

 
12. You are not going to be perfect and neither are your kids 

! Expect teenagers to make mistakes.  It�s how we all learn. 
! Help them see the situation as a learning opportunity, not as a failure. 
! Do not have your own �solution� you want them to accept � they need to solve their own 

problems, with your help. 
! Be positive � congratulate them on progress made so far. 


