TEENS AND SEX 

A Grandmother wrote in to ask for help concerning her 14 year old granddaughter dating a 19 year old man. The mother, who is a single parent, plans to provide the 14 year old with birth control pills. Grandma is worried that 14 is too young for a sexual relationship, and she wants to know if she should step in and talk directly to her granddaughter about abstinence.

At this age the granddaughter is free to make her own choices because the legal age of consent is 14 (unless the other person is in a position of trust or authority over the 14 year old); however, Grandma's concern may be warranted because younger children face greater risks when dealing with adult situations that they are not emotionally or mentally prepared for.

Risks associated with sexual relationships in adolescence include violence, sexually transmitted diseases, pregnancy, and verbal or emotional abuse. These risks become even greater if the teens involved struggle with developmental delays, learning disabilities, or social skills deficits that result in poor problem solving and inappropriate choices.

Times have changed and despite your values or religious beliefs, the reality is that your child may be exposed to, and pressured into sexual situations that they need to be prepared for. The key to handling a situation such as this is to provide information, safety, and support. To achieve this you must educate yourself, communicate effectively and, understand the emotional needs of your teen.

Step 1: Contact the Richmond Youth Clinic at 604-233-3150. Gather as much information and brochures as you can about sex, birth control, diseases, and pregnancy. Do your research and make sure that you are prepared to provide accurate and up-to-date information to your teen so that he or she can make an informed choice. Make an appointment for your teen with your Family Doctor.

Step 2: Encourage a very open and frank discussion about sex and relationships with your teen. If they feel embarrassed or uncomfortable about the conversation then you can explain to them that they are certainly not mature enough to have sex if they can't even talk about it. When they are ready to have an adult conversation with you about sex, you must be prepared and mature enough to handle the topic. Make sure that you include discussions about the beauty and the risks of sex so that they are left with the understanding that sex is special and precious but needs to be handled with respect and caution.

Step 3: Try to understand the emotional needs that your teen is trying to meet by becoming sexually active. Are they trying to fit in with a specific group of friends? Are they trying to get attention and affection? Are they rebelling against their parents? Are they communicating anger or hurt? With children who become sexually active at a very young age it can also be a red flag that indicates possible sexual abuse. For a complete list of indicators of sexual abuse and treatment options please consult a professional.

Step 4: Develop a safety plan with your teen that allows them freedom and choices within specific guidelines that you have determined. Ideas might include having them call or leave a note to let you know where they are. Encourage them to do group activities. Invite their friends to your house so you can supervise. Make time to talk with them and invite their questions by being open and non-judgmental. Teach problem solving and assertiveness skills that will help your teens to stand up for themselves and say NO!

Step 5: Help your teens to develop appropriate alternatives for meeting their needs. Encourage them to join positive social and sport groups where they will feel a sense of belonging and acceptance. Build their self esteem by exposing them to a variety of activities where they set goals and feel a sense of accomplishment. Avoid power struggles and rebellious behaviour by changing your communication patterns and giving choices and responsibility when possible. If your child has experienced an emotionally traumatic event please ensure that they are getting the treatment and counselling that they need.
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