
LIVING CONSCIOUSLY

Positive guidance for human dilemmas

Psychotherapist Richard Harvey looks at the problems of a teenager’s rite of passage in an expat family

Linda, aged 38, and her husband Bob moved to Andalucia with their three children two years ago. Their younger children, aged 7 and nine, integrated well into the local Spanish primary school. But their teenage daughter, Louisa, 14, struggled with feeling a part of the Spanish community and the Spanish secondary school she attends. This led to Louisa becoming withdrawn and resentful. Rather than embracing her new life in Spain, she lived on memories and began to idealise her life in England. She spent a great deal of time on the internet contacting her old friends. Linda and Bob naturally wanted her to mix with new friends and be happy. But fiery conflicts and heated arguments arose. Bob’s way was discipline and Linda, although more sympathetic at first, eventually became frustrated and miserable at Louisa’s increasingly sullen behaviour and angry outbursts. Family life has become dominated by the parent-daughter conflict and Louisa says she hates living in Spain and wants to return to England.

This family is dealing with two distinct issues, which have become merged. One is Louisa’s adolescent journey; the other is meeting the challenges of relocating to a new country. It is a common plight for families who move here with teenage children. While the rest of the family settles down to enjoy the new life with the younger children usually adapting well, adolescent children may find it very difficult. They have left more behind in their old country and wish their parents had never made the decision to move.

Teenagers are in a deep conflict, which is to do with their emerging personality: they feel the need to conform, but they also are in search of an individual identity. The demands and challenges of a new foreign life and culture can make matters worse. Without an accepting and stable peer group, Louisa’s loneliness is intensified and the challenge of discovering who she is becomes even more formidable.

In fact, the teenager not only seeks identity – ‘Who am I?’ – but also a sense of purpose – ‘What am I here for?’ Not expressing their individuality with friends can lead to withdrawal and solitariness in literature and music, or alcohol, drugs and extreme behaviour. Teenagers are sensitive and questioning and their feeling life is intense, which leads to Louisa’s angry outbursts, argumentativeness and sullenness.

Around 15 or sixteen years of age, the adolescent faces the deep quandary of understanding life, death and meaning. The adolescent is compelled to question authority, power and particularly their parents’ values. It is all a part of their search for purpose. Teenagers are challenging and rebellious, because this is how they test out, and eventually discover, what is worth living for and what the purpose of life is… for them.

Teenagers are trying out new wings and, like toddlers, they need to fly and return to the safety of the nest. By the time they are 18, they have usually formed a more complete sense of themselves. This gives them more inner security, so, for example, they may want to travel. But to a child of fourteen, alien languages and cultures are much more threatening.

What Linda and Bob are experiencing with Louisa is an essential part of any teenager’s development when they face the adolescent rite of passage. 

So, what can Linda and Bob do? First, I would encourage them not to negate Louisa’s feelings of loss. Give her time, listen to her and allow her to express her feelings about the changes – both inner and outer. Her feelings could become destructive if they are not received with patience and understanding.

Second, offer her safety and stability by showing her that your own lives have a strong foundation and that you are clear about where you are and where you are going, because this is one of the things she looks for in you. If she feels that your reasons for moving to Spain were superficial, insincere or ambiguous, she will perceive this as a lack of integrity in you… and integrity, meaning and purpose are what she is seeking in her search for identity. After all, the issue is not so much the geographical move as the maturational transformation that is taking place in Louisa. 

Rather like the rest of us, she seeks two things – guidance and praise – and whether she discovers these things inside herself (as well as outside) depends on how her life unfolds now. Perhaps she could find it outside the family home; possibly she projects it onto her English life before her family moved here. But if Linda and Bob are able to offer her these things, she may realise that she can have what she needs where she is and find her safety and freedom to prepare for adulthood in her family. 
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