“DEAR DICK” - FAMILIES
articles are reprinted from The Local Bulletin, Brisbane
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Chapter 1. New families
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“Blended families”
April 1999
My wife and I have been married for three years now. We were both divorcees. My wife and
her 14 year old daughter Ann, came to live in my home, and we married shortly after. Ann has
never accepted me. She has no respect for me or my authority. She will take directions from
her mother, but not from me. When I try to tell her to turn her music down, there is always
resentment. On the occasions when I have made a fuss, Ann gets hysterical and then my wife
backs Ann and says that I shouldn't upset Ann.
My wife admits that she is being over protective, but does not seem to be able to stop herself. I
am so frustrated and upset, I don't know what to do.
Mr O
Dear Mr O
This problem is all too common now days in blended families. There is only one solution that I
know of, and that is to find a good family therapist and be prepared to work hard in therapy.
Both you and your wife have to be able to reach common ground where you can present a
united front to Ann. You will need to be able to determine firm but loving guidelines for Ann to
follow. She will need to be clear where she stands, where the boundaries are and what the
consequences are for crossing those boundaries. She will need to learn that she cannot “divide
and conquer”.
Your wife may feel very protective towards Ann because Ann has been through the trauma of a
broken family. Often these protective feelings are very deep seated, and cannot be changed by
normal negotiating. This is where you need the skills of a family therapist who is able to reach
the core beliefs that are held at a very deep level.
It is not just your wife who has to change, but you have to change as well. You will need to look
at whether you are being over reactive. You may need to compromise some of your standards
relating to parental authority.
With cases like this that I have treated in the past, the teenager is usually wanting his or her old
family back, and will try and cause division between his or her parent and step parent. It would
be a good idea for Ann to attend some of the family therapy sessions, but not until such time
that your wife and you can reach some common position.
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“Christmas Relatives”
December 1999
Each year, at Christmas time, my husband’s relatives descend on us like a hoard of locusts.
Some come from Melbourne and expect that we will put them up. They eat us out of house and
home. My husband says that he doesn’t want them to stay. Also, I don’t want them to stay. But
when I ask him to say no to them, he just can’t bring himself to do it.
I think they see their annual trip to Queensland as their summer vacation. This year I would
really love a quiet Christmas with just our immediate family. What can we do?
Mrs P
Dear Mrs P
A difficult and delicate problem. The dilemma is between being assertive on the one hand,
verses the risk causing offence on the other. I suppose, if you said to your husband’s relatives
that you wanted to spend Christmas on your own this year, some of them might be offended.
Sometimes it is a good idea to say what you need and if people don’t like it, well that’s their
problem. A good principle, but easier said than done.
Also, you can take action yourself. You don’t have to leave saying “no” up to your husband.
You could have a quiet word in their ear. If I were in your position, I might explain to the
relatives that we were planning on speeding a quiet Christmas on our own this year.
In this situation, you are making a request to your relatives that you consider to be quite
reasonable. If the one or more of the relatives becomes offended, then they are not a
supportive person to have in your life. They are not taking your needs into consideration.
It is often said that we can choose our friends, but we can’t choose our relatives. True, but we
can choose how we relate to our relatives.
I would like to take this opportunity to wish all the readers of the “Dear Dick” Column the very
best for Christmas and the new year. I would also like to thank the Local Bulletin for giving me
the opportunity to communicate with you.
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“Break some family rules”
January 2005
The silly season is over. How did you survive?
So annoying to get sucked into those old family patterns when we get together with our “Family
of Origin”. We can get really upset when there is no point. We get programmed as kids to act in
set ways in the presence of our folks. Here’s a recipe for change.
Lucy dropped in to visit her folks Christmas day 2003. Mum said “You’ve put on a bit of weight
dear since we last saw you”. Lucy replied “I’ve had a really stressful month at work”.
What Lucy really wanted to say was “Mind your own business mum. You look after your weight
and I’ll look after mine”. Mum followed up with “Don’t you think it’s time you and Peter thought
about getting married? He’s such a nice young man”.
Lucy represses her growing annoyance and says “We are taking our time. I don’t want to make
the same mistake again”. What she really wanted to say was “When you and dad get your
marriage problems sorted out, then you can give me advice on my marriage plans”.
The recipe to fix this has two parts: Firstly tune in to what you are feeling, and secondly, break a
family rule. Lucy knew she was getting annoyed with her mother trying to control her personal
life, but she didn’t want to say anything to upset mum. After all her mother really loved her and
she was trying to do the best for Lucy.
Christmas day 2004 was different. Lucy had learned to be assertive. She learned to risk
upsetting her mother. As Lucy walked through the door, her mum said “I really think that it’s
time you set the marriage date. None of us are getting any younger”.
Lucy was prepared. “Mum, please stop trying to run my life for me. I know that you love me
and are trying to do the right thing, but I want to be in charge of making my own decisions. I will
ask for your valuable advice when I am ready.”
Well, you could have heard a pin drop. Mum couldn’t decide whether to look hurt or get angry.
She chose to look hurt. It was a difficult Christmas dinner. But it was the start of Lucy sticking
up for herself and changing the way the family script was played out.
Mum got over the hurt and started to learn how to respect Lucy’s boundaries.
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“Freedom for teenagers”
October 1998
My wife, Anne and I have been married for 15 years. I think of myself as a fairly rational man.
Most of the times we get on well and can have a normal conversation. However, there are
certain issues that we just can’t see eye to eye on. One of our biggest issues is the safety of
our teenage children. I tend to let them have a fair bit of freedom and Anne seems to me to be
over protective. When we talk about the issue it always ends up in an argument. We went to
marriage counselling a couple of times and the counsellor did some problem solving stuff, but it
didn’t change anything.
Mr T
Dear Mr T.
More often than not, when there are important differences between couples that can’t be sorted
out, one or both partners are coming from deeply held fears. These fears are part of their core
belief systems. Such fears have their origin in childhood events. The belief systems that form
the basis for such fears are held deeply in the subconscious. A person may not even be
consciously aware of what these deeply held reasons are. When you ask such a person to give
the reasons, they give what sounds to be an irrational answer.
For instance, your deeply help beliefs about the children’s right to be free to experience life to
the full, may have come from the excessive restrictions that were placed on your freedom as a
child.
On the other hand, your wife Anne may have deeply held fears about the safety of her children
based on experiences from her childhood. For instance, her mother may have been a
excessively nervous and protective person and conveyed to Anne, at an early age, that the
world is a dangerous place. This fear could manifest itself in the belief that her children need a
lot of protection or they will come to serious harm.
I am giving possible examples of core belief systems. The important thing is that problem
solving marriage counselling usually does not get to these core beliefs. Gaining access to the
deeply held core usually requires considerable skills from a therapist. Once a person
understands what their core beliefs are and where they originate from, something can be done
to test those beliefs against what is happening in the real world.
There are techniques that give access to core beliefs and can lead to change. If both you and
your wife are prepared to seriously look at the core issues underlying your approach to your
children, then reconciliation of your ideas is much more likely.
The children also benefit from having agreement of approach between their parents.
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“Pushing children”
February 2000
My son Michael is starting grade 11 this year. I am concerned because he did not do
particularly well in his grade 10 year. His teachers say that he is bright enough to go on to Uni
and he could achieve a lot better. Should I push him to study more this year or just leave him
alone?
In the past, when I have tried to push him, he just gets angry and doesn’t study anyway.
Sometimes, I feel like I’m hitting my head against a brick wall.
Mrs K
Dear Mrs K
Yours is a very topical letter with schools having just gone back. I started writing this column
two years ago this month, and the very first letter was about this problem of study. It is a
problem that many parents face where their child is not motivated to study. To push or not to
push? That is the question. As always, the answer is complex. It depends on the
circumstances.
The best way of motivating a child to study is by persuasion. In general, this works better than
pushing. Most grade 11 students will not react well to being pushed to study. There are the
exceptions who respond to parents providing a fair bit of structure for their study program.
The approach that I have found works best, is to provide incentives for success in exams. For
instance, it may be worth offering to buy Michael a new bike if he achieves a certain result at the
end of the first exam period. It is important that, when such an incentive is offered, that the
reward is not given if Michael does not reach the mark.
Negative incentives can also be used, but these tend to be less effective. For instance, Michael
is only allowed to go to football training on Wednesday night if he has finished his English
assignment.
Another technique that has proved helpful is for you to sit down with Michael and work out a
program of study that will work for him. It is important that the study program be realistic for the
workload that he has to cover. It may help to talk to his teachers about how many hours a week
that they feel Michael would have to study.
Another useful method is to work out ways of making study more interesting and enjoyable for
Michael. For instance, when he is trying to choose a topic for an assignment. Talk to him about
what topic would be of particular interest to him. The best results are achieved by talking about
what he wants and what he needs to do to achieve this result.
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“Young athletes”
October 2003
Don’t you just love those parents at junior soccer matches who get really angry from the side
line? They abuse the umpire, denigrate the other team and yell support at their child’s team.
Often as not, their child is not all that enthusiastic about the game. Most of the energy is
coming from the parent. It’s that old “pushy parent” syndrome.
I read the article in last month’s Local Bulletin called “Athletes of the future – You don’t have to
be a super athlete to join in the fun”. How true. Parents who push their children in sport often
don’t count the cost of that pushing. They are not even aware of the harm they are doing.
I have found that some parents who push their kids are motivated by self interest. Either they
want to be bathed in reflected glory from their child’s success or they are making up for some
opportunity missed in their own childhood. This is all happening at a subconscious level and
they will swear blind that they are pushing their child for their child’s own good.
I agree that you can’t produce a top athlete without drive and dedication and many hours of
hard work. But, I also believe that the drive to achieve should come primarily from the child.
The parents job is to support the ambitions of their child while at the same time providing
balance with the many other important aspects of a child’s development. It is important for the
developing child that they are able to play just for the fun of it without huge expectations being
placed on outcomes of games.
The child should be encouraged to enjoy their sport and not be tied to success at all costs. The
child should be encouraged to accept losing graciously and be satisfied if they played well by
their own standards.
I have witnessed a father who was angry at his son for missing a goal in a junior soccer match
even though the boy was doing his best. That father’s behaviour is helping lower the self
esteem of his son. The father was reinforcing the message that the boy is only good enough
when he is successful. We should let our children know that we value them no matter even
when they miss that crucial goal.
Last but not least, that abusive dad at the soccer match is robbing himself of the chance to relax
and enjoy the game.
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“The adult child”
June 1999
My wife and I have three children. The older two have left home, but my youngest son doesn’t
seem to be motivated to face the real world. He is now 25 years old. He dropped out of a
degree course at university after second year and doesn’t seem to be motivated to go back. He
is not looking for work. He spends a lot of time with computer games and socializing with his
friends.
My wife and I want him to leave home and make a life for himself, but we just don’t have the
heart to just kick him out.
Jim H
Dear Jim
Adult children seem to be staying at home for longer now days. I do not have enough
information from your letter to be clear about why your son is staying at home, but it appears
that he is playing it safe sitting in the nest and not risking his chance at flying.
If this is the situation, sometimes the kindest thing to do is strongly encourage him to leave.
Talk to him about how he is not doing anything with his life (as I am sure you have done). One
way of putting pressure on him to move out, is to start charging him rent of $100 per week
starting next week.
Make your demands for him to leave home tougher and tougher. He will probably say that
because you are trying to kick him out, that you no longer love him any more. Just reassure
him that you do love him and that by asking him to leave, you are making him deal with life.
This is an act of loving caring concern. By his avoiding leaving home, he doesn’t have to deal
with taking responsibility for looking after himself; for getting a job, for finding accommodation
and for generally managing his own affairs.
It is usually fear that stops adult children leaving home along with the comfort of being looked
after. Some parents subtly encourage children to stay at home long after the leaving use-bydate. These parents may need to look at their own issues involving “The empty nest
syndrome”. Fears for such parents are often the fear of growing old, or the challenge of getting
on with your partner once there are no children around to act as buffers between the two of you.
In the long run most adult children will benefit from leaving home.
Sometimes they will return to the nest, but hopefully for shorter and shorter stays.
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“Alone with the kids”
September 2010
Elizabeth came to see me at her wits end. She was at home during the day with her children,
while her husband was at work. Peter was aged 3 ½ and Jade aged one. She was afraid that
she might hurt one of them.
Peter who going through a rebellious stage. Whatever Elizabeth asked him to do, Peter would
do the opposite. Elizabeth was firm and patient with Peter, but he would push her limits.
Eventually Elizabeth would explode and start screaming at Peter. Peter would start crying. It
would take about 15 minutes for Elizabeth to calm herself down. Then she would be filled with
remorse and guilt. She saw herself as a bad mother. She also thought that she was damaging
her children for life.
We humans are tribal animals. We evolved to live in a social group. A parent alone with young
children is not a natural situation. We have only to look to our ancient ancestors to see that
there was always adult company on hand. Mum was never alone with young kids for a long
period of time. She could talk to another adult and there was someone to take the kids off her
hands for a while.
Elizabeth had a problem that prevented her getting the support she needed. She was very shy.
She believed that people wouldn’t like her. This belief made it very difficult for her to try and
make friends. She tended to avoid social contact. All her family lived a long way away. She was
“alone with the kids”.
When she first came to see me, our task was to increase her self belief and self-confidence.
This was not easy because she had been put down and devalued throughout her childhood.
Her low self-esteem was deeply embedded in her psyche.
However, over time, her self-confidence did increase. We did numerous role-play and energy
tapping to increase her social boldness. She became able to walk into social situations, such as
playgroup, and not be so worried about what people would think of her. She began to believe
that she was an interesting and worthwhile person. This was the key to the door.
She developed special friendships from playgroup. She was now able to call on adult company
during the day while her husband was at work. Also, she was to share the care of the children
with other mothers.
We also did some specific work on anger management. Her sanity returned along with effective
management of her two children.
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“Student study”
March 1998
I have a son who has started grade 10 this year. I am worried because he doesn’t seem to
have any interest in studying at school. All he does during the day is play loud music, play on
his computer and talk to his friends on the phone. How concerned should I be, and is this a
normal stage?
Mrs E
Dear Mrs E.
Playing loud music, being glued to the computer an talking on the phone for long hours is a
normal stage of life for many teenagers in this day and age. However, sometimes this
behaviour may be an indicator that he is going trough more serious difficulties with low self
esteem, feelings of isolation and possible other issues. If a child is isolating himself, this may
be a sign of depression.
Often, we as the parents, are the last to know if our children having problems, because many
teenagers are reluctant to talk with their parents. My experience is that often teenagers do want
to talk to a parent but are often too afraid to start, or not sure how to start.
The art to communicating with a teenager about their problems is the art of “active listening”.
Active listening is being able to listen, show that you understand, and not over react. For
example, if your son tells you that he tried smoking the other day for the first time, resist the
temptation to launch into a tirade about the dangers of smoking, but rather ask how did it
happen and what did it taste like?
It is better to get an understanding of what is going on first, before giving a lecture. Sometimes
a lecture is appropriate, but, if your child is trusting you enough to talk about difficult matters,
respect that trust at all times.
On occasions, a child may be experiencing difficulties which require the intervention of a
psychologist or other qualified therapist. It is always better to be safe than sorry in these
situations.
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“Change of school”
March 2002
Our family moved from Darwin to Brisbane at the beginning of this year. My son Peter is in
grade 9 at the local high school. He is having a lot of trouble fitting in. He had some good
friends in Darwin, but now he is finding it hard to make new friends.
Peter doesn’t like school and he says that the other kids are unfriendly. How can my husband
and I help him?
Mrs. AP
Dear Mrs. AP
For many children, a change of schools can be a difficult time. By the time students enter the
grade 9 year, many of them have established friends. Giving Peter support during this time is
most important. Sit down with him and spend some time finding out where the problems are.
When you ask him what is happening, he might make global statements like “Nobody likes me”
or “I try to join in, but the other kids don’t want me”. Time to get specific. Ask Peter about the
details. What sort of group did he try and join in? Were they sporting groups or playground
groups? What did he say and what did they say? See whether there is a pattern emerging that
leads to his being rejected.
It can be hard to get teenagers to look at their own behaviour. It is so much easier for them to
play the role of the victim.
Once you can get some idea of what is going on, then start to help him to find other ways of
dealing with the situation. One case that I came across was where a child wanted to play soccer
with the other kids at lunch time. Each time he tried to join the game he was excluded.
Then he came up with the solution. He purchased a really flash soccer ball and brought it along
the next day. Would you believe it? They wanted him to play soccer with them.
The most important factor is emotional support to help him to find out his own solutions.
Sometimes it can be helpful to talk to the teachers involved to let them know the problem. But if
you do too much rescuing, you rob Perter of the chance to learn how to solve his own problems.
I advise against parental intervention except in situations where something serious like bullying
is going on. I would not look at changing schools unless you have fully explored the social
problem solving options.
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“Bad boy Johnny”
April 2006
Oh boy did Johnny get into trouble. He was in trouble in school and at home. He was with a
gang of other 13 year old boys that beautified Kenmore buildings with their graffiti. Johnny had
been ticked off by the police a couple of times, but nothing serious. Johnny was not a bad boy,
he just got into trouble.
Mary and Ray were at their wits end. They had been up to see the school counsellor about
their son. They explained to the school counsellor that their younger daughter Amy was so well
behaved. Amy did well at school and played in the net ball team and was so helpful at home.
What was Johnny’s problem?
The school counsellor suggested some behavioural management strategies for Johnny. They
worked for a while. The counsellor tried to talk to Johnny, but he was a closed book. No one
knew what to do. The trouble was that they were looking in the wrong place.
The right place to look was the family as a whole. Johnny was the conduit for the families
negative energy. There was a lot of tension between Mary and Ray. They fought a lot and
nothing was ever resolved satisfactorily They hung onto their resentments. But to the outside
world they presented as the Brady Bunch.
Amy was so well behaved because she tried to keep the peace. If she didn’t cause any trouble,
then things might get better. Johnny acted out his frustration with his attention seeking
behaviour.
The whole family were unaware at a conscious level of what they were doing. What is more, it
was more convenient for his parents to blame Johnny than to look at their own issues.
Mary and Ray did go to a psychologist, but they didn’t like her because she said that they would
have to make changes in their relationship.
This story doesn't have a happy ending because Mary and Ray have not yet had the courage to
honestly look at their issues.
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“Distressing images on TV Part 1”
September 2006
Our beloved editor Barry wrote to me the other day and asked that I write an article on the
effects that images of war have on children. We continue to see distressing pictures of people
being injured and killed in the Millde East war. Barry said how distressing he finds these
images. I agree, and find myself turning away from the TV images of injured people and
grieving loved ones.
There have been hundreds of studies on the effects that watching TV has on children. The
common wisdom is that TV has quite an effect. If it didn’t, the fast food chains would not waste
their money on advertising.
Images of people with injuries would have a profound effect on some children. It would lead to
some children having nightmares. Barry pointed out that the images on Arabic TV are even
more graphic. He wondered if this might have a role to play in promoting extremism. I am quite
sure that he is right.
The media is between a rock and a hard place. On the one hand they don’t want to make the
images beamed into your living room too distressing. On the other hand, violence sells. The
more sensational the images, the more likely people are to watch them - up to a certain limit.
I do not believe that the tabloid media has any morality about the amount of violence shown on
there programs. Their only morality is public reaction. They want to keep their ratings high.
There are three things that we can do to protect our children from the damage that violent
images can cause. The first is to attempt to limit what the children see (a very difficult task at
prime time TV) . The second is to talk to our children to help them make sense of what they
see. The third is to write to the TV station and to complain about how offended you are about
the content of what they broadcast at times when children would be watching.
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“Distressing images on TV Part 2”
September 2006
I received two emails in response to last month “Dear Dick” which are worth passing on to you.
The first one from John reads: “I read your recent article on "distressing images" on TV and
your suggestions for preventing children being exposed to such virtual reality. I think you may
have missed the most important thing people can do. This is to remove support from
governments that promote wars and violence (apart from national survival which has not been a
factor in the case of Australia for over 60 years)”.
“In this case, we might achieve the removal of the real reality and not just the virtual reality.
If people are prepared to support and condone governments that go to war for reasons other
than national survival then it is inconsistent at best and I would argue quite hypocritical to then
try to shield themselves and children from the consequences of that support.”
John makes a point that I agree with. Most of the wars we get involved in can be prevented.
We should put more effort into preventing war by dealing with the issues that lead to war (and
terrorism).
The second email came from Cherrie Bottger (Children's Television, Ten Network). It reads: “I
would like to draw your attention to a program we currently telecast on Tuesday's at 11.10am
and from Tuesday 3rd October from 11.30 called The Total News.”
“This program is aimed at late primary and early secondary year students and explains the main
news stories of the week in a format they can relate to, and we go behind those stories linking
the topics through to related or broader subject matter.”
“The aim is to both enhance students' understanding of current issues and to alleviate the fear
that may be associated with viewing and hearing stories from the main current affairs and news
bulletins.”
“Network Ten agrees that children deserve news and other programs that are made especially
for them, and takes pride in the quality of the programs we offer to young audiences.”
Thanks Cherrie. I haven’t seen the program yet, but it’s good to see a branch of the media
doing something about providing positive news for children.
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“For the sake of the children”
July 2008
How many times have we heard it? “We stayed together for the good of the children”. Many
caring parents whose marriage has broken down face the dilemma; “Should we separate or
not?” “Will the children be traumatized by the split?”
Sheila and Brian faced this very issue. They had been married for 20 years and their two boys
were both in secondary school. Sheila and Brian didn’t fight much. In fact, they didn’t do
anything much. There was no show of affection between them and not much conversation
except about the essentials of day to day living.
They were both very committed to their children growing up in the best possible way. Their
children went to private schools and were well looked after. Sheila and Brian agreed that if they
separated while the children were still at school, it would be very disturbing for the children.
They hadn’t taken into account three factors. The first is that, if a separation in handled well, it
doesn’t have to be traumatic for the children. Time and time again I have seen couples
separate in an amicable way and the children adjust quickly. It’s all in the way the parents
manage it.
The second factor is that children are disadvantaged when they grow up in a family where the
parents do not show affection or practice effective conflict resolution. The children may miss out
on learning these essential skills essential for running a happy marriage when they grow up.
The third factor is more hidden. One of the reasons that Sheila and Brian stayed together was
to avoid their own fears of separation. They did not admit this to themselves, but it was a factor.
They used the welfare of the children as an excuse. All in all this was a no win situation for the
whole family.
Sheila and Brian did separate after a while. They talked to the children in a supportive way and
they refrained from playing blame games where the children were asked to take sides. Well
done Sheila and Brian!
Sheila and Brian lived close to each other and shared time with the children. Everything was
amicable and the children got on with their lives.
This solution does not fit all families. I know of situations where staying together for the sake of
the children seems to work. But a well managed separation does seem to be the best in most
cases.
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