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th¢ Center Quarlery Focus is on the interaction between two m ajor develop man-
Iy Atages: adolescence and middle age. The discussion s set Inthe contextof the
fqily: parents and their adolescent children. But, the discussion is relewant for
Pardons in middle age working with adolescents in any setting: sshools, correc-
lignal facilities, youth serving agencies, on the job.

Rarhara Smith, a recent graduate of the University of Minnesota, and past partici-
Papt in the Youth Studies Collateral of the Center for Youth Development and
5%9Arch, axplores the interaction between adolescence and middle age from the
Paripective of “whatis known'' about these two life stages. The contrast between
% hatisknown about adolescence and the more li miled material available on middle
4¢ is readily apparent. However, the discrepancy in the relative quantity does not
dgeract from the major purpose of her paper: to begin 1o raise the issues that are
Nyo lverd when developmental stages are renognized as existing for all mem bers n
he adolescent/middle age retationship.

)

Regarchers, writers and teachers are explicitly drawing attention to the impact of
Erof s stageinteraction in ' normai, everyday life situations” as well asinpathology,
€., 2dolescent abuse. In the counseling process with adolescents in crisis or In
Irquble, increasingly, family memhers are involved and their characteristics and
Maglis considered.

CQQFE’:E‘S in “adult development” are appearing in colleges of education where
Soyfte attenlion normally has been given to adolescence; a next step would be to
Priagthese two perspe ctives together.

Similaﬂy‘ courses on “parenting” reflect far greater awareness of the develop-
Mertal needs of all family members raising new and dilferent questions about
Pyrént/childrelationships.

Youth professionals are educated in adolescent development, but only occasion-
dljy asked to consider their own developmental needs in relation to the peopie with
Whot they work. This.too.i5 changing, facilitated not only by scholarly research,
byt by popular books such as Gail Sheehy's Passages, a journalistic account of
Mig-tife, ce nmingting interviews with academie findin gs.

AcgOrdin.gly, this initial review seeks to contribute to the developing mom entum
fgarding rnuddle ageladole scence interactions based on a more extensive knowl-
éygabase. In readingthe text, 1tis important to bearinmind that all peopledevelop
2 {neir own rate and individual differences prevail. It follows that ceneralizat ions
dhglit any group may not be valid for any given individual. ,

Miriarn Seltzer, Editor

When one looks at modern youth, written about the adolescent's role in

VWhether it be in the context of the
Piychological, the sociological, or the
Cuydral aspects, inevitably the rela-
thpship beiween the adolescent and
hig parents becomes one of the foci.
This relationship is generally viewed
23 4 factor thal significantly influ-
SN¢gsthe directionofthe adolescent's
Jinyth. It is. of course, a two-way
Felgtionship, and because it is so im-
POnant, it is necessary to know and
Uhggrstand both sides. Much research

hag been dome and much has been

CENTER for Youth Pe¥lopment and Ragparch

this interaction, There are elaboraie
theories of adolescent developrnent
and quantities of empirical data w hich
pinpoint areas of coneern and areas of
growth and change.

But what of the other side of this
interaction — that is, whal of the
parent? Much of the informatior about
parents is presented in terms of the
effects they i~ave on their adolaescent
son of daughter. To fully ynderstand
the interaction between parert and
adolescent it is necessary to recognize



parents as persons who have specific
concems and problems of their own,
persons who have identities apart from
{heir parenting and from theirefiect op
their children. Adequate information
aboul both parents and adolescents as
individuals, coupled with information
about the interaction between them,
can contribute tea mare =2xtensive and
imtensive view of family life. It may
atso help to promote an understanding
of, and an ability to deal with. the dis-
continuities and problems that occur
batween parent and adolascent within
the family.

This paperis exploratory in nature.
Accordingly, it only touches upon
some of the impartantissueson which
further study is needed. Five topics
relating to the parent-adolescent inter-
acltion are dealt with. First, adoles-
cence and some of its characteristics
as a unique period of growth and
change are briefly described. Second,
middle age (3560 years) as a develop-
mental period is explored and some of
the specifim characteristics and
concerns of t iis time of life are identi-
fied. (Since this section deals with
middle-aged parents. it is the major
focus of the paper. It seems most
parents who have adolescent children
are approaching middle age or are
already middle-aged.) Third, the rela-
tionship beiween these two develop-
mental stages within the context of
the family reiationship is examined.
Fourth, the implications of all this in-
formation for thcse concered with
family and/or youth are discussed.
Fitth, possible questions for research
that wiil help o increase our knowl-
edge and understanding of these topic
areas are suggested.

ADOLESCENCE

Adolescence can be defined from
rmany perspeclives; no one definition
integrates all the characteristics
of this developrrental stage, Here,
adolescence is defined as a critical
transilion period, generally spanning
the ages of 12 to 20, during which rapid
growth and changeoccur.

The physiological maturation
which takes place during this time is
accompanied by rapid changes in
body size and structure, by the appear-
ance of secondary sex characteristics.
and by heightened interest in sexual
matters. Cognitively, according to
Piaget, the adolescent is becoming
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capable of formal operational thought
and is able to perlorm logical
oorrations on symbels and hypoth-
cacy. [Thormburg, 1871] Socially, the
young person's ideas about people
anc ralationships are ecoming morae
complex and ditferentiated and oflen
there is a turning from parentat to peer
influence, al least in some arzas.
While friends of their own age ara very
important to adolescents, adults are
just as important. tn atwo-year nation:
wide study of adolescent girls, their
tamily was tound ta be very signijicanil
to the girls as a supporting and lirmit-
ing pawer whiie their friends were con-
sidered important as mirrors of tham-
s¢lves. [Konopka, 1975]

Eric Erikson views the major task
of this period as establishing an ego
identity, a matter of considerable diffi-
culty. Erikson says that it is necessary
for the adolescent to have a certainty
of self and a sense of continuity and
belonging if he is to avoid the probr
lems of roie confusion. [Neugarten,
1968] In this process of building and
integrating a concept of seif, the peer
group and interpersonal relationships
become important. The search for
identity and for a sense of self-esteem
goes on throughout life but begins in
the adolescent years and can con-
tribute to some of the turmoil and
stress of this period. [McCandless.
1970]

Same of the other developmental
tasks of this period include emotional
growth, moral development, social
adjustment, establishment of inde-
pendence, and career formation. [Cole,
19701 Information about ail facets of
life is coming in from all sides, and
2 adolescent needs somehow 10

‘egrate this new information into his
v aiue system. In addition to all this, a
transition in emotionality seems 1o
ocour at tkis time, Thus adolescence
tends to be a sensitive period. [Hur-
tack, 1973]

Early authors have described the
adolescent years as an “awakening of
Spring™ and more often than not, as a
period of “‘storm and stress.” In his
book Adolescence, published in 1904,
G. Stanley Hall describes it as a time
of storm and stress accompanied by
unreasonable conduct and a lack of
emoctional stability. [Demos and
Demos, 1969] Freud viewed it as a
dramatic period in which the id is
ccmpletely out of control and defines

the major tasks as iinding a suitable
love object and building a satisfactory
cgo defense mechanism. Anna Freud
35 it as a period of tramsition, ten-
sion, and conflict. [Horocks, 1969]
Margarat Mead presents a different
picture: she says “storm and stress’is
a cultural variable and is not a univer-
sal phenomenon. [Ada. .5, 1973]

Contemporary American society
seams to generate an adolescent inter:
val that is both gradual and stressful.
Adolsscence tendsto be a moratoriuin
pericd batween childhood and adult
hood where the loosening of control is
gradual and where the adolescent is
allowed to lake on some adult roles
but not all of them. Youth's quastion-
ing of the validity of these adult roles
makes the choice ol them more dilti-
cult and contributes to stress ard
tension. People's expeclations of the
adolescent vary: some tréal him as an
adult, others as a child. The adoles-
cent's role. then, i3 somewhat unde-
fined and in flux. It can be very
confusing. While some generaliza-
tions can be made about the growth
and change of this period,
adolescence is also atime of individ-
val development. Change and turmoil
are handied differently by each
individual, depending on his person-
ality, lifestyle, means of coping, etc.

Whether this developmental stage
actually becomes a serious Crisis
period depends upon the individual 25
well as on the kind of atmosphere
society generates. With our knowl-
edge of adolescents and the problems
they face, we can provide an environ-
ment that will facilitate the healthy
growth and development of each indi-
vidual. This environment should pro-
vide condilions where adolescents
can actively participateinthe decision:
making that affects their lives, where
they can establish a sense of
belonging, where they can experiment
and try on roles, where they can dis-
cover self by looking outward as well
as inward, wheare they can formulate
their own valye systern, and where
they can cultivate a capacity to enjoy
life. [Konopka, 1973] Adolescence may
still remain a confusing and difficult
time, but it need not be a time of
sarious crisis ordespair.
MIDDLEAGE

Only recertly have researchers
from various fields of siudy begun to
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logk seriously at davelopmant as a life
long process whichisaccompanied by
many physical, sacial. and emotional
changes. [Atchlay. 1972] Middle ags,
spanning the years from 35 to 60
(depanding on ks individual), has
been one of the mostigrored areas of
development. Roger Gould found that
people of similar ages have similar
problems and specific concerns ac-
cording to their age. The data from his
study indicate that there is a definite
developmental sequence in the midale
adult years. [Gould, 1975] The nonsan-
sus of many authors, in sum, is that
"'the middle-aged aclult has as many
problems to solve and pleasures to
enjoy as any child or adoleszent ever
thought aboat " [Bischof, 1969, p. 1]
Midcle age, then, as part of life's de-
velopmental sequence is just begin-
ring {o be recognized as an important
and unique stageinanindividual's life.

Erit Erikson presents one of the
few thesries of human development
that ensc mpasses the entire life cycle.
In this theory ego development i3
traced from infancy to old age. While
the task ior the adolescent is ego
identity va, role confusion, the task for
the middle-aqged aduit is that of gen-
erativily vs. ego slagnation. Erikson
says that it is necessary for the person
in this stage to expand his ego
interests and to have asense of having
contributed to tre future. The middle-
aged individual also struggles with
changeability in pis identity and seif-
image. While the problem of ego
identity is predominant in adoles-
cence, Erikson feels it is present for
the middle-aged adult as well, though
it occurs on a diflerent level. The dif
ference is due fo the adult's more
extensive lite experiencas. His
success in resolving the problem
varies with the degree of his success
in dealing with earlier crises or stress.
[Neugarten, 1968] Erikcon, then,
presents a view of the middle aduit
years as a time when important devel-
opment is occurring and growth and
struggle are goingon,

Robert Peck posits a theory that
middle age is a time of psychoiogical
learning and adjustment consisting of
four major tasks. The middie-aged
adult must first learn fo value wisdom
rather than physical powers as a
means of solving problems and as a
standard for seffevaluation. During
the middle adult years there is a de-
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crease in physical strengih, staming,
and attracliveness; tharefore the
individual needs to change from
physique-based values to wisdom or
life-experiericabased values. Failure
to make this switch may result in bis
lermess, depression, frustration, and
fectiveness in

work and ssogial
roles, The second task for the middle-
aged individual according to Peck, is
that of socializing rather than
sexualizing in human relationshps.
Along with a decrease in physical
nawers, there is alfo a crisis period in
terms of the individual's sexua
identity., Peck views this crisis as an
oaportunity for relationships o take
on greater depth and a new kind of
value that was not possible when
sexualizing was the goal. The third
task delineated by Peck is that of
establishing emotional flexibility so as
to avolid emotional impoverishment. it
is during middle age that parents die,
children leave home. and the circle ol
friends and relatives is broken by
death. The individual neads 10 he abls
to shift his emotional irvolvernent to
other people and activities. If he is
unable to reinvest his emotions,
problems can result. The fourthtaskis
lo maintain mental flexibility instead
of sinking into mental rigidity. It is
dur'ng the middle years, Peck feels,
tha: the person Lecomes set in his
ways and closed tonew ideas. Usually
the person cf ‘his age has achieved
p=2ak status of some sart and thus is
tempted to forego furthef change, re-
tuzing to look ¢t new answers to old
proolems and situations. [Neugarter,
1988] Peck, then, defines some spe-
cific areas of change and potential
problems for the middle-aged adult.
He views thesa oroblems and tasks as
worthy of as closa attention as that
given to <he problems of the earlier
stagesof life,

in a study done through direct ob-
servations of group therapy seisions
and through the analysis of question-
naires about attitudes and concerns,
Gould pinpoinis some specific con-
cefins people have as they move
through the adult years. In the thirties,
the individual's focus is on the family,
and the feelings about one’'s mate and
offspring increase in significance.
This period is also marked by active
psychological change and pursuit of
vafious achievements. In the forties,
personal comfort decreases and the

data suggest that this period is an ur-
stable and uncomfortable time. Many
people report a feeling that it iz getting
“too late” to do many of the things
thegy had hoped to do. In the fifties, the
Major cencern is with sall and pasple
tend o respond  with increasing
passion to statements about lack of
tinie. Many concerns about health aiz
also expressed at thistime, There is a
developmental sequence, then, which
doas appear in the middie adult yeiu: .
[Gould, 19751 A sense of stagnation,
disequiticrium, and depression Is
predictable as people enter the period
of mid-life; this is just part of the total
Vfecycle picture. [Sheehy, 19768]

Very timited systematic data
afe available on adults. The most
frequently used technique of
investigation is the survay-question-
naire, usually accompanied by some
sort of interview. Through the use of
suchquestionnaires and surveys
some experiential and intuitive data
about specific areas of change and
growth in the middle adult years have
been collected. The following are just
afew of the major concerns, changes,
and awarenesses that may touch a
person during the middie adult years.
Thay do not constitute an all-inclusive
catalog, noris the composite meant to
be a sweeping description or sterso-
type of the middie-aged adult. An
examination of the characteristics of
individuals within a wide age span (35-
60 years) will always reveai great vari-
ability. What is important to one
persan may he of little significance to
another. Thecharacteristics discussed
here are possible areas of concern,
and the purpose in looking at them is
to help establish the middle years asa
period of growth and change which is
an integral part of the total tife cycle,

Awareness of age.

One of the first awarenesses that
slrikes a person during this stage of
life Is the awareness of growing old.
Life is no longer limitless, The indi-
vidual tends to have an acute sense of
time and oftan begins to have regrets
about the “might-have:-beens"” of life,
There is also growing frustration with
the realization that there is probably
not enough time to do all that one
would like to do. [LeShan, 1973] This
awareness of time is accompanied by
the sometimes .rightening and painful
realization that one is moving into a
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of ofd age, can beve:y stressio for tha
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Hanth and vitality.

Heaith can bo anctler matler of core-
cerm during the niddie vears. Often
thare i a decregté o pry&ics!
stropigth, stamina and attractiveness
Since these are the charactaristic:
that ap apparently ycn__ th-arientod cui-
ture values most. thiscan be adifficut
pericd. Chronic illﬂe& also becomes
more prevalant at this time in life
Hearing and vision begin to failin the
jifties. {Alchiey, 1972] Women tend to
be increasingly comcernéd with the
nzalth of their husbands, men report
feelings of increased physical vulner
ability dur:ng the middle years. [Neu-
gaften. 1968]

Menopause and impolence.

The onset of menopause and neriods
of impotence which may oscur during
the middle azdult years ¢ar also bring
about a crisis period forthe individual.
Manopausais 2 biclegical change that
may have importal psychological
implications for the woeman. [t rmarks a
turning point in life because iy invoives
piological and psychological factorsin
addition to the pcrcépti@ﬁ of the pe-
ginning of “old age.” These changes
imply a general shift in the life stages
and because so many factors are in-
volved at onge, it coyld become A diffi -
cult adjustment period fof the woman.
[Meugarten, 1968] Masters and John -
son {1970] have found that the sexval
ingdequacy of men increases during
middle age. This is usuaily not due to
physical factors but is the secondary
result of stress sternming from pre-
occupation with careser. farnily. retire-
ment, etc. [Kimmel, 1970] During the
middie adult years both men and
women express the importance of ra-
maining sexually attractive. [LeShan.
1973] These concerns, coupled with
biological and psychological changes.
could make this stage a diflicult time
forthe middle-aged agdull.
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Waning parenthood.

Middle age generaliy marks the close
of the childbesring years and pacent
hoosd s ¢ n the wane, [LeShan, 1973
Mhie usaally creates o certain degree
oi upans and contlict for hoth parents,
o the mother who may have Deen
tatislly  absortad o the family, the
“enpiy nestt oan invalve a consider
able: role shift. Y his shift, combined
wiliy the: Diological change of meno
pause, c ould become a potential crisis
period for the woman. [Kimmel, 197 4]
The father, who may have spent many
years bullding his carser, oflen tuins
back to the nest in his middle yaars
only to find that his ienderness comes
at « time when his children are d
manding distance. This experience
can result in a feeling of unsalvageable
loss for the mate, [Sheeny, 1978]
Parents who still have children at
home may also find middle age a diffi-
cult time to perform the parental role.
Parents tend to leel more helpless and
to worry more about their children
during adolascence than at any other
time. [LeShan, 1973] Parents need to
adjust conslantly as their children
progress from infancy lo adolescence
to adulthood. This adjustment can be
disturbirg and dJifficult for the middle

aged individual to make. [Rischof.
1969]
Carfeer plateau.

The middle years cun also be the time
when wark carecrs peak or reach a
olateau. [Atchley, 1972] Retirement
begins ‘o be recognized as a reality.
There is growing awareness that some
goals may be unattainable. Menin par-
ticular tend to perceive a close rela-
tionship between the lilaline and the
career-line. and when there is a dis
parity between carger expeactations
and career achievements it adds to a
neightened awareness of age. [Neu
garten. 1967] Fewer aplions are
usually available to middle-aged indi-
viduals; they may find themselves
tosing oul to younger people. It may
also become necessary to readjust
some important career goals. For
parsons (generally mafes, up to now)
for whom work has been a major part
of their identity, the reality of retire-
ment implies a major role shift and
may involve a painful adjustment.

Marriage situation.

The middle-age years also have some
important implications for the mar-

=

+)

'riaqn situation. The advent of the
“amipty nest” may mark the first time
i years that husband and wife are
alone together. They may havetolaco
some unfinished business lalt over
from earlier years. Middie ag e does not
garfly generfe new prablor s
bt may bring to awareness problems
that nave been ignored in the hustle
hustle ot ¢hild rearing and the pursuit
af @ carear. One striking contrast ber
tween husband and wila in the middie
% is his sense of sfaleness com-
d to her feeling of unbounded-
5. T hara seanis o e mounting
“trung -mindedne and a movement
toward inde
35 This oceurs at the same tima that
there are stirrings of emotional vulner:
ability in the huskhand. [Sheechy, 1976]
Along with the implications that this
has for the middle-aged couple, it may
also be necessaty for themtgadjustto
their mate's new socialrole — perhaps
that of retiree rather than business
execulive o that of a career woman
instead ofa housewife. [LeShan, 1974]

[y

sndence in the wife past

Reality of death.

Probably ome of the mast painful and
difficult awarenesses of middle ageis
that death is no longer a ridiculous
abstraction. The middle adul{years are
usually the time of a person's first
experience with the death of a parent.
[LeShan, 1974] The circle of Iriends
any rélatives begins to he broken by
death and there is increasing anxisty
over the loss of one’s mate, Middle:
aged women rated fear of widewhood
as one of their greatest concerns at
this time. [Neugarten, 7968] Death
lopuches middie-aged persons closely,
which mayresultin feelings of anxiety
ard vulmerability. '

In summary:

Middle age is a period of heightered
introspection and a time for the re-
structuring of experience. The re-
assessment of self is a prevailing
themethroughout this period. Partially
this involves the integration of new
information into whatisalready known.
[Neugarten, 1967] Miodle age, then, is
orne of the important developmental
stages that occurs during the life
span. It is a unigue time intife — tike
adolescence and other stages in the
life cycie — and it has its own special
needs amd challenges. Like most
petiods of growth and changeitcan be
stressful, but as in adolescence the
middle-aged adult makes an individval
response to the developmental
changes. and crisis need not gtcur.
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Fow resesrchiers have  axplorerd
thase tan developimental stages side
by sicle. /et thes is how they ocour
aithian the farmiy strest ire. Compari-
son and contrast of riddle age and
arleanscance brny arans of tanaion
oot tal conl apvotigiol, Both the
o feseant and the middls aned adalt
Lr thit lile oy be mannianglens, feel
a sonse of dospair about limitations
arid 1 aense of hol olassnas s about the
fture, Because mdicdle age tends to
be: accompaniod by smany of the same
145 that accompany adalescence,
period of developmeart 5 sure
times called “rniddlesc ance . Middl=
tencez can be seen as an opportuniiy
to comlinue on with tha identity, criss
of the adolescerd pericd. Both parent
and adolescent raay e going throuch
the same developmental tasks butl on
somewhat different lcue's. While the
aclotescent seeks to discover a "selt”
and estabtish independence fram the
family. the parent too needs to sepa
rate fiimself from precccupation with
the family so that he can find a new
“self.” In a setting where both
middlescence and adolescence are
accufring simultaneously, it 1s a time
of new beginning for the whole farnily
[Kitmmel, 1974] This new baginning can
be a time of anxiety, impatience,
frustration, and misunderstanding. As
such it carries with it the potential
for conflict. Perhaps Arthur Johnson
describes this situation best when he
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... Adolescence hits parents at a
time when they are probably feeling
tess confident and more compromised
by life. The middie-aged parent, whose
idealism about life and contribution to
ithas been dissipated, cannot strongly
reinfarce the self concept of a some-
what insecure young person whom he
may subtly envy. Someone has very
aptly described this as the clash of
inferiority complexes. [Dialogue on
Youth, 1970, p. 17]

Thus the parent who is reshaping
his own self concept and undergoing
major changes in lifeslyle may not
have the physical or the psychic
energy to guide and reassure his ado-
lescent child. The adolescent may feel
misunderstood, shut out. not cared
for. The behavior which stems from
these feelings may trigger reactions
from the parents. The result is a
vicious circle of misunderstandings
andresentment.

For most individuals middle age
does tend to arrive at t he same time as
the adolescence ol their children.

While parents are faced with the
child's defiance and raballion and with
the awareness that the child is now a
sexdal being bursting with life, they
may concurrently be facing the anxiety
that cames with qetting gray and more
senliy baed, acocompamng perhaps by
concern about the status and the
future af their own sex lifo, Vihile the
adolescent kas many choices before
him and can make what he wants of his
lifes, the parents are becoming increas-
ingly and explicitly aware of unfulfilled
dreams, mistaken decisions and
shaites, things lelt undone, When life
3eems to be just opening up for the
atolescent, it seems to be starting to
close off for the parents. [t.eShan,
1973] The adolescent possesses the
kinds of things society values while
the middle-aged parentis losing them.
Whether the parents’ realization of dif-
terences is conscious or not, it usually
is accompanied by “inevitable feelings
of jealousy and nivalry' directed at the
adolescent. LeShan suggests that if
adults are able tc rethink thie meaning
of the middle years this may help
lessen the conflict with {heir adoles-
cent children. If adulits can understand
themselves better and come to value
the growth and change that is taking
place in their lives, they may see that
lots of feelings associated with the
behavior of their children really have to
do with their feelings about self.
[LeShan, 1973] With this understand-
ing, they can deal openly with what is
happening within them and not direct
s0 many ot their tensions and frustra-
tions at others, partici!arly their ado-
lescent children,

Conflict with the -dolescent may
also crop up within th . family because
parents find it difficult to face the im-
plications of their :hildren's ado-
lescence. For ~uddle-aged parents,
parenthood is ¢ the wane: it is a
frightening time for those who have
invested evervihing «n the family,
Many adults fee! threatened, too, by
the young persaon’s questioning of and
struggle against authority and by
youth's disdain of so many things that
parents value. The currenl generation
of adults who are in their middle years
has been characterized as F aving lived
to please others and as having been
made to feel responsible for the prob-
lems of their children. [LeShan. 1973]
Therefore thiey often expect their
adolescent children to please them as
they pleased their own parents, This
nakes for all kinds of possible misun-
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dorstandings and conflicts, It has also
been suggested that it is difficult for
middie-aged parents to let go of thair
adolescent children because of guilt
feclings that they have falled as
parants. These feelings can rasult in
then hanging on to their ohiddien or
being overprotective. This in turn may
genorate resentment on the part of the
atolescent and may contribute to feel-
ings such as not Leing trusted or not
being considered capable of handling
various ituations.

Another development that might
affect the current genaration of
middle-aged adults is the Women's
Liberation Movement. It is disturbing
for the middle-aged woman to be told
that she has wasted her life. The
Women's Movement can be seen by
these middle-aged adults as an attack
on the roles and attributes they have
always thought of as satisfying.
[LeShan, 1973} A mother may begin to
feel some resentment toward her ado-
lescent daughter who is free to make
decisions and who has many choices
avalilable to her. Also, a mother may
feel somewhat cheated. These feal-
ings may manifest themselves in con-
flict between mother and adolescent
daughter.

It is not easy for parents to deal
with all the problems and challenges
of middle age at the same time that
their children seem to like them the
least and are making devastating judg-
iments of their shortcomings, [LeShan,
1973) Likewise it is nol easy for adoles-
cents who are undergoing  rapid
growth and change 1o deal with thair
nroblems and establish an identity ata
time when their parents are unable or
unwilling to give them the support and
guidance they may nead.

Only a small dimension of the
complex interaction between the two
developmental levels of adolescence
and middlescence has been presented
here. This discussion is intended only
to awaken some sensitivity to the fac-
tors that may lead to a crisis within the
family. However, it may very well be
that tension between parent and child
is necessary for the continued growth
and development of both individuals.
And, while this interaction may gener-
ate a potential crisis through misun-
derstanding and conflict, it may also
result in a sharing and a greater under-
standing of one another. Therefore it
need not result in a serious crisisora
breakdown in family relations.

This treatment of adolescence,
middle age, and their interaction with-
in a family structure generates a num-
ber of imptications for those involved
in youth work and/or family dynamics
as well as for those involved in
research. Only a few of the major im-
plications are discussed here.

First — it nothing else, this com-
pilation of information provides a more
complete picture of the adolescent’s
world than was available before look-
ing closely and explicitly at the
parents. It also provides a more
axtensive view of the family and the
interaction between parents and ado-
lescents. When both sides are taken
into account it is easier to understand
the relationship and its potential for
conflict. Youth workers sometimes
find it easy tc blame parents or to
identify a parent as the “*bad guy'’ in an
unstable family situation. The data pre-
sented point out areas of stress for
parents and suggest that instead of
blaming parents, compassion and un-
derstanding should be shown for their
positions. With further research and
more information it may become
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possible to anticipate problems in a
family before they occur.

Second — instead of dealing only
with the adolescent in a crisis situa-
tion, it may also be necessary to deal
with the parents. Since the interaction
between parents and the adolescent
can have both negative and positive
effects, one upon the other, it would
seem most effective to deal with all
persons involved in or touched by the
crisis. Snme form of family therapy is
implied here, However, while family
therapy may be a good route to go, it
presently is not a viable alternative for
many families in crisis — because of
the cost, the stigma attached to coun-
seling, etc.

Third — it is necessary to be as
concemed about adults as about
children and adolescents. It seams
important to recognize that adults
have problems, to help them identify
these problems, and to provide the
means for working them through. This
requires promotion of an atmosphere
of growth and change where adults are
allowed to experience and acknowl-
edge their discomfort with “self” or



vith their lifastyle and where healp and
inderstanding are avail able.

Fourth — some type of education
ibout the developmental aspects of
ife might bhe helpful Middie-aged
wuits olten are unaware of. or deny
irty struggle with. growth and change
n their lives. Parents are ganarally ex-
iected to understand that theiradoles-
ent child is going through difficult
imzs but very few adolescants realize
hat their parents may be struggling
vith  preblems, tom. A mutnal
wareness of the tatal situation may
romote an udnderstanding and a
olerance that will help foster grawth
n both the parenis and the adoles-
ant,

Fifth — and perhaps most impor-
ant, much stitt is not knowrand much
asearch needs to be done before all
he bits and pieces of present knowl-
dge can be effectively integrated. In
ome areas {mostly in adult develop-
ient) research is hampered by
roblems with the availability and will-
igness of subjects and by the inade-
uacy of measurement technigues and
yterpretation. [Bischof, 1989] Though
ome cross-sectional studies are avail-
ble. much of what we need to know
an be learned only from good longi-
idinal studies. [Neugarten. 1968]
here are, of course. all kinds of prob-
ims associated with longitudinal
isearch — whether it be prospective
r retrospective — but the area of
imily interaction seems important
nough to warrant laking the neces-
ary time and trouble.

In terms of specific research, one of
f the first areas to look at pertains to
he individual aspects of both adoles-
ence and middle age. Some informa-
ion is already available but there is
till much to be learned, particularly in
Re area of middle age. Among the
1ajor questions are: Why are these
tages of adolescence and middle age

crisis period for some and not for
thers? What determines how critical
1e transition period will be foran indi-
idual? Is it determined by individual
haracteristics such as the person’s
1eans of coping with stress, his prior
xperience with tension and stress,
tc., or is it determined more by the
wdividual's family environment and its
pecific characteristics? It seems
kely that an interaction will be found
etween these two variables which de-
yrmines how difficult a period middie
ge and adolescence will be. However,

specific characteristics of the indi-
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viddual and specific characteristics of
the family that contribute to the
making of a crisis siluation can be
identified, researchers will be in a
nosition to begin to consider possible
prevealitive measures for 50mMe sernous
family problems.

tntuitively, it has been assumed
that interaction batwean individuals
in the two different developmental
slages of middie age and adoleszence
can have both negative and positive
effects on each. However, very little
research or information is avaisable
which indicates to whal degre2 one
affects the other or which shows em-
pirically that one actually does have
significant effects on the other,
Research is needed to investigate the
specific characteristics involved in
parent-adolescent relationships. Are
there diiferent specific characteristics
in farnilies who are having serious dif-
ficulty vs. those who do not have prob-
lems? Does the degree and/or quality
of the relationship between parents
and adolescents differ for those ado-
lescents who are having serious diffi-
cully vs. those who do not? How does
itdiffer? Is it degree, is it quality, or is
itsome other variable?

Will some type of education or
information-giving about the develop-
mental aspects of the entire life cycle
help promote self-understanding and
perhaps understanding and tolerance
withinthe family? Cognitively, the ado-
lescent is at a point where he can
understand parental positions and
points of view. How would the adoles-
cenl make use of the information
about his parents’ sources of iension
and stress? Would it make any differ-
ence in the family interaction? Would
an understanding of adult develop-
ment as a normal and unavoidable
process help the middle-aged indi-
vidual be more comlortable with his
changing “self” and make it less of a
periodofturmoil?

We have viewed “‘middiescence”
as having some significant implica-
tions in terms of family interaction. We
may also want to explore the implica-
tions for the middle-aged educator or
youth worker and their interactions
withadolescents.

And finally, how do we approach
prevention and intervention? We need
to identify specific characteristics of
the family interaction before we can
anticipate serious problems. Once we
can identify these characteristics, how
do we go about prevention? What
kinds of intervention do we use in

arder to prevent the occurrence or
recurrence of problems? What kinds of
interve ntion will succeed in halping
thoseinvolvedin acrisis situation?

These are just a fow of the ques.
tions for which better understanding is
needed. Any research takes time and
involves  same difficulties and
probicrns. Research in the area of
family interaction is accompanied by
many 2 uch difficulties. At times it may
seem inpractical if not impossible.
Perhaps getting the "answers' is not
as important as simply letting the
questions underscore awareness of
the areas in which knowledge is
lacking. In any case — hulding family
interaction and the individual aspects
involved to be very important — it ob-
viously is essential o continue to
question and to try to find answers
that will advance knowledge and
understanding.

SUMMARY

In conclusion, both adolescence
and middle age are seen as critical
developmental periods. each of which
has its own problems and concerns.
Both stages are characterized by
growth and chance which can precipi-
tate a crisis period depending upon
the individual's response. These two
developmental stages interact within
the context of the family and this inter-
action may result in negative and/or
positive experiences for the individual.
Because the family is viewed as an im-
portant part of the life of both the ado-
lescent and the middls-aged parent,
the possible conseguences of ‘this
interaction carry with them many
important implications for those con-
cerned. Present knowledge serves
only as a beginning in helping to tn-
derstand the entire life cycle as a
process of development and change. It
also serves only as a beginning in
helping to understand the discontinu-
ities between the generations and the
areas of potential problems and stress
in the family. Much research is needed
for many questions are as vyet un-
answered. It is hoped that increasing
knowledge in these areas will enable
individuals to accept change in them-
selves and to understand and respect
themsel ves while in transition. This Is
the first step in beginning to under-
stand and respect others who are
also undergoing growth and change,
whether they be one's adolescent
children,one’s parents, or one’s peers.
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