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Introduction
The best intentions, the worst effects

“Those ideas we do not think of do not exist”


(Condillac, 1718)

Oscar Wilde (1973) once very brilliantly observed: “It is often with the best intentions that we produce the worst consequences”. This aphorism perfectly encapsulates the evolution of the relationship between adolescents and their families during recent decades. To illustrate this situation better, I will give some illuminating examples.

Some years ago, during a meeting held between journalists and psychologists, a member of the editing board of the eminent Italian economic magazine Gente Money asked my opinion about a strange situation put forward by a reader. The magazine ran a column that provided direct contact between financial experts and its readers, in which the experts replied to readers’ questions and gave free consultation about financial problems. What had upset the editor was that many letters were coming from youngsters, who were asking whether it was possible for them to legally inherit their parents’ assets in advance of their deaths, i.e., while their parents were still alive. These youngsters justified such an apparently absurd request by claiming that they felt it was their right to come into possession of their parents’ money while they were young and thus could enjoy it more than if they had to wait to inherit it when they were old. Consequently, they considered it proper to ask for legal and financial advice in order to benefit from a naturally acquired right as early as possible. The editor asked me, “What shall we answer? And how do you explain this crazy request?”

I answered that such a request wasn’t crazy at all if taken from the point of view of over-protected youngsters, to whom everything is due just because they exist. Furthermore, I added that in my opinion the problem lies in having brought up, from both a social and a family perspective, teenagers who are devoid of any responsibility or personal goals. This is the result of the overwhelming unconditional love and protection parents give to their children, regardless of whether or not they deserve this. So the most appropriate answer seemed to me to be: “Earn what you would like to spend”.

The reader might see this as an extreme example, but it is not so: the requests for advice as to how get hold of the inheritance in advance were quite numerous and not at all an exception in the panorama of contemporary families.

Despite the common belief that pouring out unconditional love is only right and proper, in the course of this exposition we will provide evidence of how too much love may become suffocating and how unasked-for help may produce more damage than benefit.

Another enlightening example in this connection is the case of an elegant and well-educated mother, who came to me some years ago, complaining about her son. According to this mother, her son had been charmed and subjugated by a terrible woman. The young man, who, until then, had been a “perfect son” in respect of his studies, sports, and family relationships, had been spellbound and transformed into an uncontrollable rebel, manipulated by the so-called “witch”. The mother went on, telling me how over-sensitive, delicate, and emotionally fragile her son was; in constant need of maternal care. This was why “the witch” had so easily outplayed such a weak personality and transformed him into somebody different from his true nature. When I asked her what was her worst fantasy regarding the evolution of the situation, she promptly answered, “She will take him away from me.” Using her logic and language, I agreed that this was a real risk and that consequently we had to intervene right away. So I asked what she had been doing so far to try to negate the bad influence of the woman on her son. She disclosed all her attempts to dissuade him from going out with such an immoral and dangerous person, who was drawing him away from his family and leading him astray. All the mother’s attempts were focused on the woman’s “wickedness” and, indirectly, on her son’s psychological immaturity. It was hardly surprising that the situation was getting worse and worse.

My intervention consisted of making her reflect with me on how unsuccessful her perfectly reasonable attempts have been up to then, and on how she should adopt a completely different and surprising strategy in order to obtain a real change. The lady happily accepted trying something different, provided it would work. What I suggested was to tell her son, “I’ve been to a psychotherapist and told him about my problems. He boxed my ears and made me understand how wrong my behaviour has been so far with you: I’ve not respected your needs, I’ve not trusted your abilities, I’ve treated you as if you were some stupid child. That was really selfish of me, because I wanted you to behave as I liked. After speaking with this doctor I’ve realized it is high time for me to change my attitude and let you assume your responsibilities: therefore, behave the way you consider best for yourself. If you feel like talking about it with me, that’s fine, but otherwise I will not interfere, leaving up to you the responsibilities and the consequences of all your actions.”

As the reader can easily understand, such a prescription was suggested only as a therapeutic stratagem and not as a realistic analysis of reality. The lady was made to understand that it was just a way “to send the enemy up to the attic and then remove the ladder” (Anonymous, 1990), in order to convince her that it was strategically convenient for her to declare something completely different from her previous ideas. The woman came back some weeks later, smiling brightly, affirming that when she made her request–declaration, she noticed that her son was very clearly moved by her words, and, while hugging her, he told her, “Mum, you are an extraordinary mother; you have understood exactly what I need.” What’s more, the son had gone back to the idyllic relationship he had previously had with his parents. I congratulated her on her success and suggested she should continue in that way.

We met regularly over some months, during which she continued to respect her son’s decisions, leaving him to his own responsibilities. She observed him carrying out his various projects and developing his character as a self-confident young adult. The culmination was reached when the woman told me that her son had brought the “charming witch” home for dinner and that he had succeeded in transforming that woman into a kind of good princess. My intervention was over. I congratulated the mother on her ability to transform a bad situation into a good one.

Once the mother had stopped interfering, her son was able to behave more naturally, without having to rebel against one in order to ally himself with the other, thus the situation had evolved positively. This is, again, an example of how “the best intentions had led to the worst consequences”.

Both examples offer an image of today’s relationships between parents and their children and pinpoint how the over-protective trend taken up on both a family and a social level, justified by a benevolent attitude, may actually lead to completely opposite outcomes. As we hope to clarify in the course of this book, it is just the evolution of the inter-relational patterns between parents and their children that seems to have led to an increase in the problems in adolescence.

In any case, it is important to state how such communication may be just as pathogenic as the opposite modality, where parents fear their children.

The most appropriate example is that of two parents who came to see me after the famous case of “Erica from Novi”,1 the girl who slaughtered her mother and brother. The couple put forward a strange request, wanting me to talk to their son in order to be able to diagnose whether he might be a potential killer, able to slaughter his family members.

The request was made on the grounds that very often this son showed rebellious behaviour towards his parents, and occasionally he used aggressive language. The parents told me that, in truth, he had never actually acted violently, either towards his parents or his peers. But, owing to the latest media reports, they had felt at risk and consequently had been investigating their son’s behaviour outside the family. They contacted their son’s friends, without his knowledge, without considering that the friends would most likely report to him what was going on. In addition to this, they had called the local police in order to know whether their son was “familiar” to them. Although these investigations had been unsuccessful in proving their suspicions, they decided to come to see me because lately their son had become more and more aggressive; he had accused and insulted them, and had recently expressed the desire to leave home.

This is a perfect example of a “self-fulfilling prophecy”,2 where the parents, on the grounds of holding perturbing doubts caused by the over-emphasis of the media regarding the murder of parents by their children, looked at their son as a potential killer. The consequent reaction of the son was irritation and anger against them. Such a reaction confirmed the doubts of the parents, who, consequently, persisted in their unfortunately harmful behaviour.

The reader should be informed that, as a consequence of this morbid over-attention and exposure given by daily newspapers, magazines, and television to these cruel crimes committed by young people against their parents, a number of families have contacted specialists in order to evaluate the possibility that their child might become their killer. It is worth remembering the studies of Phillips (1974) on the so-called “Werther effect”, which shows how excessive publicity about brutal crimes or extreme actions tends to produce numerous emulative ones, just as happened after the publishing and success of Goethe’s book The Sorrows of Young Werther (1974), where a chain of suicides was recorded all over Europe in emulation of the protagonist’s behaviour. This incidence was so worrying that in some countries the book was withdrawn from the bookshelves.

This reflection does not mean that we are in favour of limiting the rights of reporters or journalists; we want only to invite those who report these stories to avoid morbid descriptions and glamourizing, fictional interpretations of such events.

I would like to point out how the relationship between adolescents and their families can be disturbed by opinions broadcast through channels of mass communication. That is to say, such messages can cause, in both parents and children, attitudes and behaviour capable of producing vicious circles inside the families.

This text, presenting a picture of contemporary family patterns that might produce problems of social and psychopathological deviance in adolescents, is the outcome of the teamwork of thirtytwo researchers and therapists, members of the Centre for Strategic Therapy in Arezzo. This work was put together over a period of five years, where the research–intervention group met on a monthly basis under my personal supervision to put together the data gathered from thousands of cases of disturbed adolescents, with the aim of improving the application of specific strategic interventions in problematic parent–child relationships.

What were initially monthly meetings meant for the supervision of difficult cases, gradually became singular encounters where researchers and experts coming from all over Italy have had the opportunity to debate and share their experiences about the solution of clinical and social problems.

This debate has produced a picture of the contemporary Italian situation that has allowed us to trace a series of patterns of pathogenic relationship between parents and children: patterns that are not the result of mere observation, but are rather the outcome of specific structured strategic interventions leading to the concrete solution of the problems.

Once again, it is the solution of the problem that allows us to know how the problem works. The statements and structures which will be expressed are not the occasional thinker’s night fantasies or morning illuminations, nor are they the conclusions drawn from the observation of one case or a few examples, but they are the outcome of a long experience in research–intervention on the problems of adolescents and their families, carried out using empirical–experimental methods. In other words they are the definition of intervention instruments for specific problems, their application, the assessment of their effects, and the revision of ideas concerning the situation we have dealt with: in this case the pathogenic aspects of interaction between parents and children.

The purpose of this book is to point out clearly how some of the problems of contemporary adolescents can be triggered, and how they can be prevented or solved. Therefore, this book is meant to be a training text for specialists, but it is also reader-friendly, making it able to be appreciated by both parents and children, so that both can learn to avoid the traps hidden in relationships and their dysfunctional aspects. In other words, the aim is to correct “the best intentions that produce the worst effects”.

Giorgio Nardone


Notes

1. Erica is a teenager from Novi, a little town in Liguria, who, together with her boyfriend, in 2001 murdered her mother and her ten-year-old brother. The case shocked public opinion and was discussed for a long time by the media.
 2. A “self-fulfilling prophecy” is an assumption or prediction that, just because it has been considered possible, fulfils the expected or predicted event, thus confirming in retrospect its validity.




Chapter One
The evolution of the family: from affective deprivation to over-protectiveness


“A first glance does not give the ideas of the things we see”

(Condillac, 1718)



The years following the Second World War have witnessed a considerable evolution in the organization of the family, owing to the socio-economic and cultural changes of the past fifty years. We have observed, in fact, the passage from a typology of the merely “patriarchal” to the “nuclear” family. According to the most up-to-date ISTAT1 statistics, the average number of the components of the family has further diminished, while the choice of having only one child has increased. We notice an upside-down formation of the family tree, where the only child becomes the recipient of all the attention poured on to him by his parents, grandparents, uncles and aunts, the latter remaining, more and more often, unmarried.

The cultural and social capability to take care of the upbringing and maintenance of the new generations and the increase in unemployment induce young people to postpone home-leaving decisions. Seventy per cent of young people aged up to thirty, mainly males, even if they are economically independent, continue to live with their parents, under their mother’s wings (Buzzi, Cavalli, & De Lillo, 2002). Therefore, we can speak of an “extended family” where adult subjects live together. This phenomenon is particularly evident in wealthy and industrialized countries. In 1999, Time magazine made an inquiry about this issue, interviewing families in which young people over thirty years old were still living at home, regardless of the fact that they had jobs and were therefore economically independent. When asked about the reasons for this choice, the over thirty-year-olds answered, “Why should I go and live on my own? My mother pampers me; the way she cooks! . . . you couldn’t eat like that in a restaurant, she irons my shirts perfectly, my bedroom is always tidy and clean. My father solves all my problems: he goes to pay my driving licence, the insurance, collects my post, queues at offices and banks for me, takes my car to the garage and brings it back for me fixed. He’s just wonderful!” And the parents say: “Love doesn’t hurt. Who can help him better than us, when he is in need? He remains home with us because he knows he can always rely on us.”

There is a perfect complementarily between the parents’ protective attitudes and the position of privilege required by their children. But what happens is that this complicity between parents and children, both happy to maintain the original family pattern, can easily become a pathogenic form of family relationship. Its pathogenesis lies in delaying or even blocking the natural evolution of the young boy or girl, who needs to become autonomous and independent in order to become an adult, and he or she must be able to take on personal and social responsibilities.

Regarding this question, let us step aside for a moment to consider the theory and studies of the evolution of the human being and his relationships with his fellow beings and the surrounding world.

In the history of development psychology, we find some cultural stages that have characterized the approach to childhood in the past centuries and have marked the change from an “adult-centred” to a “child-centred” view, which is typical of our society (Damon, 1995).

The theory of the “homunculus” lasted until the seventeenth century. This theory stated that in the spermatozoon there lies a man in miniature, who would increase in size but would remain unchanged from the psychological and physiological point of view. A consequence of this theory was, for example, that children were represented in paintings as not well-grown, or slightly deformed, and in literary works they were described as having interests, motivations, and capabilities to solve problems very similar to those of adults. The people responsible for their education tended to be quite intolerant and used harsh punishments when children exhibited non-conformist behaviour.

The philosopher Jean Jacques Rousseau (1993) was one of the first who questioned this adult-centred view, when he stated that children have their own way of seeing, thinking, and feeling, and that they have development stages with their own characteristics. These stages of development were studied later by Sigmund Freud (1905) with regard to psychic development, and by Jean Piaget (1928) in connection with cognitive development.

The theory of object relations pointed out the importance of the child’s relationship with the mother and with the care-givers, and studied the various kinds of relationship and their consequence in the development of the child’s psychic (see Ferraris, Bagat, & Senatore, 1985).

This shifting towards a child-centred approach has allowed us to have a better understanding of the child; it has contributed to improving the educational behaviour of the adult towards him; it has provided the necessary motivation to abolish exploiting child labour; it has generated less authoritarian teaching methods, more open to dialogue, promoting a better communication between teachers and pupils; finally, it has made everybody more aware and sensitive to the effects produced on children by ill-treatment, poverty, illness, and affective deprivation.

But any valid intuition can turn into a grotesque self-caricature if it is over-applied, or over-simplified, or taken out of its context. Pedagogic literature in the past decades has presented to parents a series of concepts, myths, pseudoscientific statements, and unproved ideological positions which have been broadcasted by media and legitimized by wrong applications of theories and scientific discoveries. All this has confused parents, who, instead of believing in themselves as guides for their children through the complexities of life, have been driven to create around their offspring a shelter to protect them from the so-felt uncontrollable, dangerous, outside reality.

One of these catastrophic theories is that, in order to preserve the innate qualities and cultivate the child’s and later the adolescent’s creativity, both at home and at school, it is necessary to use a permissive method, without rules, incentives, rewards, and punishments that might damage the child as they produce stress, frustration, and traumas.
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