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Having adult children at home is a blessing, not a curse 

My 21-year-old daughter still lives at home. She may be untidy and we keep different hours, but she 

brings a vibrancy to the house that we'd miss. 

Her bedroom is a bit of a tip, her friends come and go at all times of the day and night, and she's not 

amazing at doing the washing up. But I feel blessed to have my 21-year-old daughter still living with us at 

home – and I'm a bit mystified about why today's news that the number of young Britons living with their 

parents is on the increase is being greeted with a seemingly universal reaction that it's got to be a bad 

thing. 

Sure, the lack of jobs for young people is a scandal (my daughter has one, but it's not well paid and she 

certainly couldn't afford to live independently on her earnings) and house prices aren't lower (although 

that has to be related to the fact that we, the older generation, are sitting on such overpriced properties). 

But why are we seeing this fairly seismic shift in living arrangements as a curse, rather than being open to 

the opportunities it brings? What's actually wrong with inter-generational living, provided you have the 

space for it? 

Historically, families lived together until younger members set up their own households upon marriage; 

and that's still how life operates in many traditional societies. In general, we tend to applaud communities 

where the very young, the very old, and all others in between are mixed up higgledy-piggledy; we can see 

that everyone benefits from the social interaction, we can see the potential for cross-fertilising ideas and 

experience, and we can acknowledge that empathy is more likely to come about where people are in close 

contact with others from different generations. We bemoan the fact that caring for the elderly now tends 

to be outsourced to institutions; we wish we were all closer and more jumbled up (though we admit the 

practicalities of having granny living with us could be difficult). 

But here in mid-life, where I and the parents of the 3.3 million other 20- to 34-year-olds currently living 

at home are at, it's not necessarily all that difficult to incorporate our young adult children into our lives, 

and to offer them a place in our households. In fact, I am discovering, it's remarkably handy to have a 21-

year-old on the premises. She's not that great at washing up, but she's an imaginative and inventive cook, 

so if I'm out for the evening she'll usually take on doing the cooking for her younger sisters. She doesn't 

keep her bedroom pristine, but she's hoping to work in interior design and she's got some pretty smart 

(and low-cost) ideas to help with my redecoration plans. And while her friends are noisy, and live by a 

very different timetable from my husband's and mine (last weekend they were still up pre-loading when 

we went to bed, and some Sundays I have made the morning tea before they come crawling in from a 

nightclub), they're wonderfully lively, and sparkly, and fun. I like having my house full of their vibrancy 

and I feel lucky that I can be in touch with the 20-something generation, their hopes and fears and 

aspirations, simply by wandering into my kitchen and having a chat with whichever young person 

happens to be making themselves a cup of coffee in there. 

The bottom line to all the middle-aged angst seems to be: will they ever go? But, like so many fears of 

parenting ("will my one-year-old ever stop breastfeeding?"; "will my five-year-old ever sleep on her 

own?"), this one is built on sand. Culturally, over recent generations our society has been postponing 

adulthood, so of course the end result is that our children live with us for longer than they used to. 

Educationally and socially, we all have lots to gain by it. But of course they'll move out eventually, 

because it's what they've been genetically designed to do. And when that day comes, some of us might 

find ourselves wishing they had hung around for longer. 

http://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2014/jan/21/adult-children-at-home-blessing-not-curse 

http://www.theguardian.com/money/2014/jan/21/record-levels-young-adults-living-home-ons
http://www.theguardian.com/money/2014/jan/21/record-levels-young-adults-living-home-ons
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How economic growth has become anti-life 

 

An obsession with growth has eclipsed our concern for sustainability, justice and 

human dignity. But people are not disposable – the value of life lies outside economic 

development 

Limitless growth is the fantasy of economists, businesses and politicians. It is seen as a measure of 

progress. As a result, gross domestic product (GDP), which is supposed to measure the wealth of nations, 

has emerged as both the most powerful number and dominant concept in our times. However, economic 

growth hides the poverty it creates through the destruction of nature, which in turn leads to communities 

lacking the capacity to provide for themselves. 

The concept of growth was put forward as a measure to mobilise resources during World War II. GDP is 

based on creating an artificial and fictitious boundary, assuming that if you produce what you consume, 

you do not produce. In effect, “growth” measures the conversion of nature into cash, and commons into 

commodities.  

Thus nature’s amazing cycles of renewal of water and nutrients are defined into nonproduction. The 

peasants of the world, who provide 72% of the food, do not produce; women who farm or do most of the 

housework do not fit this paradigm of growth either. A living forest does not contribute to growth, but 

when trees are cut down and sold as timber, we have “growth”. Healthy societies and communities do not 

contribute to growth, but disease creates growth through, for example, the sale of patented medicine. 

Water available as a commons shared freely and protected by all provides for all. However, it does not 

create growth. But when Coca-Cola sets up a plant, mines the water and fills plastic bottles with it, the 

economy grows. But this growth is based on creating poverty – both for nature and local communities. 

Water extracted beyond nature’s capacity to renew and recharge creates a water famine. Women are 

forced to walk longer distances looking for drinking water. In the village of Plachimada in Kerala, when 

the walk for water became 10 kms, local tribal woman Mayilamma said enough is enough. We cannot 

walk further; the Coca-Cola plant must shut down. The movement that the women started eventually led 

to the closure of the plant. 

In the same vein, evolution has gifted us the seed. Farmers have selected, bred and diversified it – it is the 

basis of food production. A seed that renews itself and multiplies produces seeds for the next season, as 

well as food. However, farmer-bred and farmer-saved seeds are not seen as contributing to growth. It 

creates and renews life, but it doesn't lead to profits. Growth begins when seeds are modified, patented 

and genetically locked, leading to farmers being forced to buy more every season. 

Nature is impoverished, biodiversity is eroded, and a free, open resource is transformed into a patented 

commodity. Buying seeds every year is a recipe for debt for India’s poor peasants. And ever since seed 

monopolies have been established, farmers’ debts have increased. More than 270,000 farmers caught in a 

debt trap in India have committed suicide since 1995. 

Poverty is also further spread when public systems are privatised. The privatisation of water, electricity, 

health and education does generate growth through profits, but it also generates poverty by forcing people 

to spend large amounts of money on what was available at affordable costs as a common good. When 

every aspect of life is commercialised and commoditised, living becomes more costly and people become 

poorer. 

Both ecology and economics have emerged from the same roots – "oikos", the Greek word for household. 

As long as economics was focused on the household, it recognised and respected its basis in natural 

resources and the limits of ecological renewal. It was focused on providing for basic human needs within 

these limits. Economics as based on the household was also women-centred. Today, economics is 

separated from and opposed to both ecological processes and basic needs. While the destruction of nature 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Military_production_during_World_War_II#Gross_domestic_product_.28GDP.29
http://www.hindu.com/2007/01/08/stories/2007010811660400.htm
http://www.thehindu.com/todays-paper/tp-national/tp-kerala/plachimada-activists-vow-to-keep-cocacola-plant-shut/article756289.ece
http://www.thehindu.com/todays-paper/tp-national/tp-kerala/plachimada-activists-vow-to-keep-cocacola-plant-shut/article756289.ece
http://www.viewingspace.com/genetics_culture/pages_genetics_culture/gc_w03/terminator_abc/terminator_seed.htm
http://www.huffingtonpost.com/vandana-shiva/from-seeds-of-suicide-to_b_192419.html
http://www.thehindu.com/opinion/columns/sainath/farmers-suicide-rates-soar-above-the-rest/article4725101.ece
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has been justified on grounds of creating growth, poverty and dispossession has increased. While being 

non-sustainable, it is also economically unjust. 

The dominant model of economic development has in fact become anti-life. When economies are 

measured only in terms of money flow, the rich get richer and the poor get poorer. And the rich might be 

rich in monetary terms – but they too are poor in the wider context of what being human means. 

Meanwhile, the demands of the current model of the economy are leading to resource wars: oil wars, 

water wars, food wars. There are three levels of violence involved in non-sustainable development. The 

first is the violence against the Earth, which is expressed as the ecological crisis. The second is the 

violence against people, which is expressed as poverty, destitution and displacement. The third is the 

violence of war and conflict, as the powerful reach for the resources that lie in other communities and 

countries for their limitless appetites. 

Increase of moneyflow through GDP has become disassociated from real value, but those who 

accumulate financial resources can then stake claim on the real resources of people – their land and water, 

their forests and seeds. This thirst leads to them predating on the last drop of water and last inch of land 

on the planet. This is not an end to poverty; it is an end to human rights and justice. 

Nobel Prize-winning economists Joseph Stiglitz and Amartya Sen have admitted that GDP does not 

capture the human condition and urged the creation of different tools to gauge the well-being of nations. 

This is why countries like Bhutan have adopted “gross national happiness” in place of gross domestic 

product to calculate progress. We need to create measures beyond GDP and economies beyond the global 

supermarket to rejuvenate real wealth. We need to remember that the real currency of life is life itself. 

http://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2013/nov/01/how-economic-growth-has-become-anti-life 

 

 

http://www.nytimes.com/2009/09/23/business/economy/23gdp.html?ref=business&_r=0
http://www.nytimes.com/2009/09/23/business/economy/23gdp.html?ref=business&_r=0
http://www.theguardian.com/world/2012/dec/01/bhutan-wealth-happiness-counts
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I S  M O D E R N  L I F E  M A K I N G  U S  L O N E L Y ?  

 

It can be hard to admit to feelings of loneliness, but 1 in 10 Britons is lonely. It's not just an issue for the 

elderly – loneliness is rising among the young. So are we all destined to be lonely? 

 

"No man is an island, entire of itself; every man is a piece of the continent, a part of the main," wrote the 

poet John Donne in the 17th Century. Some people seek isolation, but few choose to be lonely. 

Loneliness not only makes us unhappy, it is also bad for us. It can lead to a lack of confidence and mental 

health problems like depression, stress and anxiety. Studies have consistently shown that 1 in 10 of us is 

lonely, but a report by the Mental Health Foundation suggests loneliness among young people is 

increasing. At the same time, social changes such as the rise of the solo dweller and the surge in social 

networks, combined with an ageing population, are changing the way people interact with each other.  

 

So is modern life making us lonely?  

People feel lonely for different reasons, says Michelle Mitchell, charity director general of Age UK, but it 

tends to be triggered by a big life event. "It can be poor health, illness, money, children moving away, 

feeling cut off from family and friends and the community, friends dying, a lack of access to transport, 

redundancy or career problems, or divorce. Often it's when people lose a sense of purpose and 

contribution. "Bereavement is also a big issue – losing your husband or wife can have a really detrimental 

impact on how people feel about the world," she says. It is a feeling that Pam, whose husband Peter died 

four years ago, identifies with. "You meet other men, who are on their own. That's not what I'm looking 

for. What am I looking for? I'm looking for my husband, aren't I, and I'm never going to find him," she 

says.  

 

But while bereavement and ill health may be inevitable, there's a sense modern society is exacerbating 

other triggers of loneliness. Dr Andrew McCulloch, chief executive of the Mental Health Foundation, 

argues that although there is no hard historical data to show that loneliness – which is arguably subjective 

– is getting worse, there is some sociological evidence. "We have data that suggests people's social 

networks have got smaller and families are not providing the same level of social context they may have 

done 50 years ago. "It's not because they are bad or uncaring families, but it's to do with geographical 

distance, marriage breakdown, multiple caring responsibilities and longer working hours," he says. 

 

The lonely old lady is probably the most obvious stereotype. Fifty years ago, people tended to live closer 

to their elderly parents, but travel and work opportunities have led more people to move further afield. 

Last year, charity WRVS warned that more than 360,000 older people felt lonely because their children 

were too far away and "too busy to see them".  It was a feeling Alice, 94, from Yorkshire, was familiar 

with until she joined a befriending service. She says her daughter and granddaughter are always "very 

busy working" and she felt incredibly isolated until Andrew, 44, started taking her out to the shops once a 

week. "He makes me feel wanted and I don't just say that. He's worth a fortune, I would be lost without 

him, and I mean lost," she says. 

 

The impact isn't just emotional. Studies suggest social isolation is associated with a higher rate of death in 

older people, and loneliness is the "hidden killer" of the elderly. But McCulloch says loneliness 

transcends "all ages and all classes". It could just as easily affect a young person going from school to 

college struggling to make friends, isolated single parents or someone not in education or employment. 

For Lucy, who is in her 30s and from Birmingham, divorce – which is four times the rate it was 50 years 

ago – was the catalyst. "Even though I was surrounded by people, nobody I knew was going through the 

same experience," she says. Going to a support group enabled her to rebuild her life, but she says she still 

feels empty when her daughter's father picks her up at the weekend. "My life is very busy juggling work 

and having this lovely five-year-old around me. It's a big shock to the system when I'm suddenly on my 

own again. I find negative thoughts coming into my head and need to distract myself from becoming 

anxious and worrying about loneliness," she says. 

 

The rise of the solo dweller is also thought to have had an impact. The proportion of adults living alone in 

England and Wales almost doubled between 1973 and 2011, from 9% to 16%, according to the Office for 

http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/health/8701763.stm
http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/education-20664760
http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/education-12324231
http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/health-21929197
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National Statistics. Of the 16%, 28% are aged between 35 and 54 years old, but one study suggests people 

of working age who live alone increase their risk of depression by up to 80% compared with people living 

in families. Social networking websites have also come under fire for reducing face-to-face contact and 

making people more isolated, although Mitchell says they can also help some people stay in touch. 

 

But if modern society is making us more lonely, what can be done to counter it? Mitchell says there needs 

to be more investment in social help, such as befriending schemes – which relies on volunteers – and 

community outreach programmes, as being part of a social network such as a walking club or local 

church can help alleviate loneliness. But she says we also have a responsibility to "think more openly and 

creatively about how to deal with one of the greatest social problems of our time". "In the Isle of Wight a 

community has set up a time bank which is working really well. People share skills and assets. "There's a 

huge market in peer-to-peer marketing on websites such as eBay, and people are swapping houses for a 

week as part of their holidays. There has got to be something along those lines we can do," she says. 

 

McCulloch agrees that innovation is key. "Instead of living alone, people could club together to buy 

houses – a friend is doing that in his old age, it's mini commercial enterprise," he says. But he says there 

needs to be a cultural shift so that people are more concerned about the welfare of those in their 

communities. "There is a philosophical issue that arguably society is too materialistic and individualistic. 

"Just a basic level of social behaviour, such as saying hello, or asking if people are okay, can have an 

impact," he says. There is also still a stigma around loneliness which needs to be changed, and 

psychological therapy will help, he adds.  

 

Mitchell believes a tipping point is around the corner. "I think we'll look back and think 'how did we 

allow that to happen?' It's like looking back at the issue of children going to work at 12 – there's 

something so fundamentally wrong with what's happening," she says.  

 
http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/magazine-22012957 

 

http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/health-17475240
http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/health-17475240
http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/7898510.stm
http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/magazine-22012957
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Science Teacher Loses Close to 40 Pounds by Only Eating McDonald's for 

3 Months 

 

 

When we began eating healthier as a family more than 9 months ago, one of the first things I ditched from 

our diets was McDonald's and food from other, similar fast food chains. Although we had always done a 

fairly good job of ordering the lower-calorie, non-fried food menu items, and letting the kids order the 

nuggets with apple slices instead of fries, the long list of food additives, preservatives, and otherwise 

overly processed food materials, was in stark misalignment with our goal to add more whole foods to our 

diet - that is, foods which were non-processed or as minimally processed as possible. Adding in more 

organic, humanely and sustainably raised food items was on our conscious as well. We figured that even 

though we ordered some of the "healthier" food items off the menu, our bodies and our environment 

would benefit from the elimination of fast food. But a high school science teacher from Iowa recently 

completed a very rough science experiment, where he lost almost 40 pounds by eating McDonald's 

morning, noon, and night for 90 days. Makes for quite the compelling headline, doesn't it? Dig deeper 

though, and you'll see that John Cisna not only strictly limited his daily caloric intake to 2,000 a day, but 

he also began walking 45 minutes every day. Previously, he had registered in with a body mass index 

(BMI) of 38, which is considered obese, and had performed zero physical exercise. Not only did Cisna 

lose 37 pounds, but his cholesterol levels went down, from 249 to 170. At first glance, it would seem that 

you could eat McDonald's every day, and as long as you restricted your portions, you could lose weight 

and become even more healthy, right? But Cisna's experiment not only contains a couple of glaring flaws, 

but the end result sends a frighteningly disturbing message, leading people to easily justify their daily 

McDonald's fix, as long as they were mindful of their "choices." As a science teacher, Cisna should know 

that his experiment includes one major flaw: the lack of a control subject. Not only did he reduce his 

calories, but he also increased his physical activity, therefore he changed too many relegating factors at 

once, leaving us to wonder what truly caused the weight loss - the food or the exercise. But because this is 

more of an experiment, rather than a hard-core science study, I'll give him a pass. The headline could read 

the same if you replace any food item or restaurant chain with McDonald's, and you would get the same 

weight loss results because when you lower your calories and increase your movement, you are 

guaranteed to lose weight. You could eat nothing but 2,000 calories worth of popcorn all day, every day, 

and you would still lose weight. This is not rocket science but basic mathematics. Furthermore, as 

registered dietician and Today contributor Joy Bauer points out, when one limits his or her calories to lose 

weight and increases physical activity, lower cholesterol levels are an almost guaranteed result, no matter 

what you're actually eating. Therefore Cisna's lower cholesterol results may seem like a big win for fast 

food, and it is a big health-win for Cisna himself, the positive results were the workings of basic bodily 

functions, not that of wonderfully nutritious food from McDonald's.  

And when considering health, I would also be interested in seeing Mr. Cisna's blood pressure and blood 

sugar results, as all fast food menu items contain abnormally high levels of sodium and sugar, which can 

raise blood pressure and decrease insulin resistance, leading to Type 2 diabetes and a possible heart 

attack. The bottom line: yes, he lost weight, and yes, his cholesterol went down, but both results were a 

natural given, no matter what type of food he was consuming. But at what long-term consequence to his 

health, and his body's ability to not only function better, but feel better, did the weight loss come by? 

While Cisna claims, "It's our choices that make us fat, not McDonald's," I ask if McDonald's can not only 

make you lose weight, but also improve your overall health? This experiment has pushed many to state 

it's not about what you eat, but how much, and even Joy Bauer stated it's not about where you eat, but 

what you eat. However, I would argue it's about all three - it's about what you eat, where you eat, and how 

much you eat. 

Yes, to limiting calories if you're overweight or obese, yes to eating more health-conscious foods, and yes 

to eating at home or at restaurants that don't make it a habit of lacing their food with preservatives, 

additives and chemicals, which sadly, fast food chains do quite vigorously. Download the ingredient list 

of all the McDonald's menu items, and you'll see that Chicken Nuggets contain both TBHQ and 

dimethylpolysiloxane, food additives and preservatives that are not only mysterious and hard to 

pronounce, but are also used to make silly putty and are petroleum based. Meat items contain sodium 

http://www.babble.com/body-mind/the-science-teacher-who-lost-weight-on-mcdonalds-and-whats-so-troubling-about-the-results/?cmp=ELP%7Cbbl%7C%7CYahooShine%7C%7CInHouse%7C010814%7CLostWeightMcDonalds%7C%7CfamE%7C
http://www.babble.com/body-mind/the-science-teacher-who-lost-weight-on-mcdonalds-and-whats-so-troubling-about-the-results/?cmp=ELP%7Cbbl%7C%7CYahooShine%7C%7CInHouse%7C010814%7CLostWeightMcDonalds%7C%7CfamE%7C
http://www.buzzfeed.com/rachelzarrell/a-science-teacher-lost-37-pounds-from-an-experiment-where-he
http://www.nhlbi.nih.gov/guidelines/obesity/BMI/bmicalc.htm
http://www.today.com/health/man-loses-nearly-40-lbs-eating-only-mcdonalds-2D11863528
http://www.mayoclinic.org/diseases-conditions/high-blood-pressure/in-depth/high-blood-pressure/ART-20045868
http://www.mayoclinic.org/diseases-conditions/high-blood-pressure/in-depth/high-blood-pressure/ART-20045868
http://nutrition.mcdonalds.com/getnutrition/ingredientslist.pdf
http://thechart.blogs.cnn.com/2010/06/25/a-tale-of-2-nuggets/?hpt=Sbin/
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nitrite, which is considered hazardous and has been associated with colorectal cancer, according to the 

peer-reviewed American Journal of Clinical Nutrition. Many menu items, too many to count, contain high 

fructose corn syrup, which has a long list of health concerns, one of them being its ability to travel and 

settle directly in your liver, which can lead to fatty liver, which affects 90 million Americans. Other 

disturbing and weird ingredients found in a typical McDonald's menu item include cellulose, which is 

essentially wood pulp and is used to keep shredded cheese separated. While not necessarily damaging to 

your health, it's still strange. Oh, and of course, feathers and hair particles. The bottom line, your body's 

immune system is actually hampered in its ability to fight off infection with the consumption of too much 

processed and sugar-laden food. Digestive problems are also likely, as your body works overtime to try 

and process all of those strange ingredients, many of which your body doesn't even recognize. And while 

Cisna's students may have planned menus for the teacher that met the USDA's daily requirements, they 

did not take overall nutrition into account. Yet another peer-reviewed study proved that fast food was 

poor in nutrient quality, with low levels of fiber, vitamin A and iron, and high levels of sugar and sodium. 

The alarming problem I see with this "experiment" is that those who love the convenience, taste, and 

price of fast food will just pay attention to the catchy headline, and use these results as further 

justification to continue eating fast food, and feeding it to their children. Will the other factors of his 

increase in physical activity and strict calorie restriction be considered? Will people see the bigger picture 

and consider possible long-term health complications associated with a diet heavy in fast food? If this 

experiment was to show how a person could still lose weight if they ate sensibly and consumed mostly 

homemade meals, with the occasional fast-food indulgence, I'd find no fault. But this extreme type of 

experiment makes headlines and can do more harm than good by discounting claims that fast food is bad 

for you. Essentially, on the surface, the results look sparkly and shiny, but once you dig deeper, you see 

there's a much bigger, scarier issue to consider. And does this type of experiment further solidify our 

culture's obsession with dieting and the inaccurate notion that it's all about counting calories and points 

and numbers, ignoring that fact that overall health takes all things into consideration, including exercise, 

quality and quantity of diet, and even mental attitude?  

In the end, I'm thrilled John Cisna lost weight, considering complications with obesity are numerous and 

alarming. However, is eating McDonald's the right road to take, to living a healthier, longer life? It's not 

just my instincts, or my aversion to "pink slime" that has me saying no, but tons of solid scientific 

research also confirms that fast food is not the answer to long-term overall health, vitality and energy. For 

Mr. Cisna's next experiment, I'd challenge him to up the ante and ditch the fast food, consuming a 2,000 

calorie diet of nutrient-dense fruits, vegetables, whole grains and organic meats and cheeses, free of 

antibiotics. My guess would be, he'd not only continue to lose weight, but would feel like a whole new 

man. In fact, I'd be willing to bet on it.  

http://shine.yahoo.com/healthy-living/science-teacher-loses-close-40-pounds-only-eating-

204300467.html 

 

http://ajcn.nutrition.org/content/90/1/11.full
http://www.huffingtonpost.com/dr-mark-hyman/high-fructose-corn-syrup_b_4256220.html
http://www.babble.com/body-mind/11-revolting-ingredients-youll-find-in-fast-food/feathers-hair/?cmp=ELP%7Cbbl%7C%7CYahooShine%7C%7CInHouse%7C010814%7CLostWeightMcDonalds%7C%7CfamE%7C
http://www.foxnews.com/health/2012/02/16/surprising-signs-your-immunity-needs-boost/
http://www.foxnews.com/health/2012/02/16/surprising-signs-your-immunity-needs-boost/
http://ajcn.nutrition.org/content/88/5/1388.full.pdf
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WHAT, NO ROLE MODEL? DO TEENAGERS NEED ROLE MODELS? 

 

Young people have an abundance of celebrities, actors, athletes and business entrepreneur role models to 

look up to. Jess Ennis, David Beckham, Adele, the late great Steve Jobs and Sir Richard Branson the 

entrepreneur. These people have become synonymous with success through hard work, commitment and 

dedication. 

 

Today’s children are exposed to violent acts and sexualised behaviour. Sexual innuendo and violence is 

prevalent in songs, pop videos, films and television and this pervading influence can have a profoundly 

negative effect on children and teenagers who perceive celebrity behaviour as the norm and want to 

emulate their heroes or role models. Celebrity culture has permeated society via television, magazines and 

advertisements projecting everyday people to celebrity status almost overnight without their having 

achieved anything major or notable and are “famous for being famous”. Teens are influenced not just by 

their peers but by the behaviour they see on the television, via social media and through the behaviour of 

others, whether good or bad. 

 

When values are institutionalised and behaviour is structured in terms of them a state of social equilibrium is 

achieved. But this can only happen through socialisation whereby society’s values are passed on from one 

generation to the next. These values become an intrinsic makeup of the individual personality . In her words 

these values are part of our very core. The family and the education system are primarily responsible for 

making sure these values are passed on. (Talcott Parsons, American Sociologist, Harvard University ) 

 

Sue Atkins “The parenting coach” says that as parents it helps to be involved with our children and to 

encourage them to choose who they look up to as role models. Teenagers by their very nature are feisty, 

demand to be independent and certainly don’t want to be dictated to when it comes to whom they choose 

to follow or hang around with at school. Most teens during their developmental years look up to and 

idolise pop stars, footballers, film stars and athletes and Ms. Atkins goes on to say that choosing a role 

model or a hero says a lot about who you are as a person. Ms. Atkins’ courses for Parents and Children 

include the confidence classes she takes into schools teaching youngsters the value of having goals or 

aspirations. She says “it’s a good thing and helps teens focus on work and life goals”. 

 

But she shares her concern: “it worries me when I show them a timeline and get them to think about goals 

and what they want to achieve in life, often many of them see being on X-factor, achieving fame, fortune 

or marrying a footballer as their ultimate goal and often all they talk about.” Ms Atkins goes on to say 

that “the importance of working hard, dedication, application, hardship and overcoming obstacles doesn’t 

register with some teenagers, but achieving fame does and not necessarily for the right reasons”. She 

explains the importance of “talk and teach” whereby if we see bad behaviour, for example a footballer 

swearing, spitting or making racist remarks, we discuss the incident with children and explain that just 

because a footballer is good with the ball doesn’t necessarily make them exponents of good behaviour. 

Talking through and explaining with teenagers why that action happened and that it doesn’t reflect well 

on the individual is a positive way to enforce in youngsters the importance of values and qualities. 

 

Positive parenting and reinforcement of good behaviour in turn promotes high self-esteem. Good role 

models don’t make teens feel inferior because they are not stick thin or may not have model looks. 

Teenagers copy what they see. Even with good parenting they will want to be seen acting a certain way to 

ensure they are part of the “in” crowd or at the very least not singled out for being different. If they see 

their parents swearing at the television during a football match or getting drunk, then they see this as the 

norm. Teenagers watch a parent’s behaviour too, so if we slip up, naturally they think it’s okay to emulate 

similar behaviour. Parents can also serve as positive role models since children mirror the behaviour of 

their parents; parents can’t ask their teens to refrain from behaviour they themselves engage in. They 

remember what we do rather than what we might want them to do. 

 

A survey of teachers in the UK conducted by the Association of teachers and lecturers in 2008 found that 

young people chose sports and pop stars as role models. Teens are influenced by what they see whether 

the role models are positive or negative and they can have a major effect on young peoples’ attitudes 
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during their most formative and impressionable years. But if the media projects the very worst of celebrity role 

models, do teenagers really need them? 
 

Tabitha, Jemma, Anya and Olivia (surnames withheld) are 15-year-old school girls who have their own 

views. They have aspirations to do well at school, go on to University and have a career but they’ve also 

got their own views on how they see role models. 

 

Positive role models are important but there wasn’t one individual they singled out although they admired 

Jessica Ennis because she had worked so hard to achieve her gold medal at the London Olympics. 

Respect is there for people who work hard and achieve celebrity because of hard work rather than being 

famous for the sake of it. But the pressure to behave and look a certain way runs deep and becomes 

evident from 13 years upwards. Wearing the same clothes, looking and behaving the same and wearing 

make-up is the safest way to get through school unscathed. Tabitha describes her school experience as 

“it’s about blending in rather than sticking out. If we don’t do our hair or we go to school without make-

up the other girls and boys look at us”. Teenage behaviour is often presented in a negative way by the 

media and there is an automatic assumption that all young people behave the same way. This was one 

aspect of being a teenager that all four girls felt very strongly about. “Just because newspapers depict 

photos of 18+ girls or boys throwing up in a high street after having gone out drinking doesn’t make us all 

the same” says Olivia. 
 

Does the behaviour of these high profile celebrities influence teenagers? Teenagers by very definition are not fit 

for human participation! 

 

The girls were adamant, “no, as teenagers we are going to try different things even if our parents have 

warned us against it but we do know right from wrong and good from bad. It’s about growing up and 

learning, how else do we learn if we don’t try? We know getting drunk is a bad thing, we know what 

harm it can do but that doesn’t mean we’re not going to ever try alcohol.” Jemma says, “we’re not bullied 

into trying anything whether it’s smoking or drinking but subconsciously I want to so I’m not the odd one 

out. At the end of the day we will do want we want to do. Between the ages of 15 and 19 school work is 

hard with lots of work and by the time we are 19 years old we just want to have fun, thereafter we know 

we’ve got to start behaving responsibly.” 

 

A positive role model establishes a sense of identity, defines a sense of purpose and gives teenagers 

confidence, in which case the person to whom they aspire to doesn’t necessarily have to be a celebrity. A 

great teacher or sports coach can equally inspire young people giving them confidence, self-esteem and 

the belief that they can achieve their goals. Adolescence brings with it a major change in appearance, 

temperament and attitude, and the conflicts associated with taking on the responsibility of becoming an 

adult. Teens are on a voyage of self-discovery and are trying to make their own way in life with the 

steadying guidance of the parents. They have a way of selecting their role models to follow consciously 

or unconsciously. Although some teenagers are in danger of not having realistic ideas of what hard work 

is but rather harbor unrealistic dreams of fame and fortune. 

 

Whatever the influence of the role model, it is down to the parents to take every opportunity to reinforce 

values that are important to them to ensure young people have confidence and are secure in their own 

skin. Sue Atkins says, “I think teenagers represent our potential and unlimited possibilities so I think it is 

important who they look up to.” Positive parenting and positive role models are contributing factors to 

teenagers with high self-esteem, fostering hard work ethics and a determination to succeed. 
 

http://onewomansview.co.uk/role-models/ 
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