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Introduction

This book is called When Teens Abuse Their Parents because that best
describes the topic, but, as with most books, numerous titles were
considered. Parents who had experienced abuse offered suggestions.
One mother thought it should be called Disorder, because that described
the family and the social system in which she was parenting. Well-
functioning families are a natural hierarchy, with parents in leadership
positions. In families where teens are abusing their parents, the teens are
in control and disorder reigns. Disorder also describes the system of
supports available to parents who try to get help to regain leadership in
their families. Another suggestion was Help Wanted, which describes one
mother’s isolation and frustration.

In a British social work magazine writer Yasmin Alibhai-Brown
states:

I do believe that increasing numbers of ordinary children … are
rougher, more inconsiderate, abusive and occasionally violent
today than in previous decades.… It could happen to any one of
us … and when it does you quickly understand how grotesquely
unfair it is to be held solely responsible for the abuse you are
suffering from the child you brought into the world. It must make
parents feel utterly disconsolate and betrayed, not to mention
guilty, that it is all their fault. (Alibhai-Brown 2003: 22)

I wrote this book for these parents. I hope it will also be a useful
tool for the people who try to help them: friends and family, counsel-
lors, social workers, police and probation officers and all the other
people parents turn to for help. Although I do discuss fathers, and I
have included stories told by teens, the topic is told from the mothers’
point of view. It is a painful topic, and you may want to read it in small
bites and have a friend on hand who will come over for a cup of tea
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and give you the chance to talk about it.
The book is based on my research on parent abuse, which began in

1995. At a meeting of a local committee against woman abuse, Diane
Kays, a therapist, asked, “Does anyone have any information about the
abuse of women by their teenage children?” Diane’s clients were telling
her stories about being yelled at and pushed around by their teens. None
of us knew anything about it. We searched our libraries of family
violence information and were surprised when we didn’t find the topic
mentioned. Wider library searches turned up a few academic papers that
were based on data from the United States and were contradictory.
Counsellors, social workers and other professionals told us they were
hearing more and more anecdotal evidence of this form of family
violence among their clients but had no written information. The
committee wanted to find out if this was indeed an emerging issue, and
we organized a one-day conference, The Abuse of Women By Their
Teenage Children, in May 1995. Overwhelmingly, both professionals
and parents reported that this was a critical problem but little was known
about it or why it was happening. We didn’t know what form it took, if
mothers or fathers were more likely to be the victim or if boys or girls
were more likely to be abusive. Parents said they often did not know
what behaviours they should tolerate from their children, how to handle
the violence or where to seek help. Professionals, including clinical
therapists, family counsellors, police, teachers and recreation workers,
were unsure how far they should intervene and what their role should
be.

At the conference, there was overwhelming support for the com-
mittee to try to find out the nature and extent of the problem and to
develop much needed resource materials. We began to think about what
people needed to know. We concluded that there were seven key
questions:

• What is parent abuse?
• How widespread is parent abuse?
• Who is the abuser?
• Who is being abused?
• How is the family affected?
• Why is the abuse happening?
• Where can families get help? (Cottrell 2001: 1)

These questions became the basis for research funded by Health
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Canada and sponsored by the Captain William Spry Community Cen-
tre, the Committee Against Woman Abuse and the Family Service
Association of the Halifax Regional Municipality. My colleague,
MaryAnne Finlayson, and I met with parents, professionals and adoles-
cents in group discussions and in formal and informal individual inter-
views. We listened to forty-five parents who had experienced parent
abuse; to thirty-four community workers, clinicians, academics and
other professionals; and to thirty-nine teenagers. A number of people
interviewed self-identified as both a professional and a parent of an
abusive teen.

A pamphlet, an eight-page summary and a final report documented
the research findings. At the request of Health Canada, further inter-
views were conducted in 1999 to update the material, and Parent Abuse:
The Abuse of Parents by Their Teenage Children was published by Health
Canada (Cottrell 2001). This publication is available free of charge from
the National Clearinghouse on Family Violence (1-800-267-1291
<www.hc-sc.gc.ca/nc-cn>. Further details of the research can be found
in an article I wrote with social worker Peter Monk (Cottrell 2004).

The committee received funding from Justice Canada in 2000 to
collect stories from parents who had been abused. Annemarie van Vuren
worked with me on this project. A number of the stories are included in
this book, in the words of the parents and teens or as summaries of their
stories. In 2004, I worked with Dr. Madine VanderPlaat, a sociologist at
St. Mary’s University in Halifax, to conduct the research on parent abuse
in immigrant families, also funded by Justice Canada.

For this book I have drawn on information I collected during these
research projects. All names of parents and their teens have been changed
to protect their privacy. I also relied heavily on the work of four
practising counsellors who work with abused parents and their teens:
Haim Omer, a psychologist in Israel, who wrote Parental Presence:
Reclaiming a Leadership Role in Bringing Up Our Children; Peter Monk, a
social worker in British Columbia, who wrote Adolescent-To-Parent
Violence: A Qualitative Analysis of Emerging Themes, his masters’ thesis;
Jerome Price, Director of the Michigan Family Institute and author of
Power and Compassion: Working with Difficult Adolescents and Abused Par-
ents; and Eddie Gallagher, an Australian social worker.

The book is about the what, who, how and why of parent abuse.
Two parents’ stories are given in Chapter One. Chapter Two attempts
to define parent abuse and Chapter Three offers more parents’ stories.
Chapter Four answers the question, Who is abused? Chapter Five gives
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stories from the teens’ point of view, and Chapter Six looks at the teens
who are doing the abusing. Two mothers describe key incidents in their
lives with their teens in Chapter Seven. The complexity of causes, and
the social, familial and individual roots of parent abuse, including the
stress families experience, the problems with school and the role of
mental illness are discussed in Chapter Eight. Above all things, the
difficulty parents have in finding adequate information and supports is
the underlying theme of this book, and this is discussed in Chapter Nine.
Chapter Ten offers guidelines to parents about finding support and
suggestions for things service providers may want to consider, and
Chapter Eleven is about parents’ ultimate goal: regaining control and
healing the relationship with their teen. Chapter Twelve offers sugges-
tions for what communities can do to address the issue.




