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Teens can be rude. They might storm out of a room, 
roll their eyes or blurt out a smart remark. When 
it happens, parents are often dumbfounded. 

In a recent case that went viral on the Web, a mom took action 
upon hearing that her teen daughter and stepdaughter had been rude 
in a theater. When she found out the girls’ behavior ruined the movie 
for a woman and her child, she located the woman through Facebook. 
She punished the girls, had them write an apology lett er and pay for 
another movie and snacks.

I remember a time when a parent saying “because I said so” was 
the full and complete rejoinder to many complaints. In my own 
house when I was growing up, I heard “I am the Tsar, and this 
is a benevolent dictatorship, not a democracy,” and with that, 
any discussion would end. But that doesn’t seem to be the 
case in most families these days. 

“Because I said so” can’t work in this world, according to 
Nancy Brown, a developmental psychologist who works with 
teens at the Palo Alto Medical Foundation. She says it’s up 
to parents to develop healthy communication with teens and 
they generally respond with respect. 

But while most teens are “good kids,” even good kids 
sometimes have trouble expressing themselves in a respectful 
manner, experts say. Teens don’t always realize that they are 
being off ensive. 

Mountain View parent Nancy Kay Pannikkat believes that 
teens sometimes don’t recognize that it can be their infl ection 
or body language that parents fi nd insulting. She says, “Th ey 
are fi nding their way: it’s a developmental thing,” noting teens 
sometimes think they are speaking honestly and don’t realize they 
sound disrespectful. 

Teenagers are still maturing; it is a diffi  cult stage of life, as teens 
are trying to fi gure out where they fi t in. “Expect rebellion,” says 
educational psychologist Michele Borba, author of UnSelfi e: Why 
Empathetic Kids Succeed in Our All-About-Me World.

To determine if the disrespectful behavior is just part of normal 
teen rebellion, psychologist and educator Alex J. Packer, author of How 
Rude! Th e Teen Guide to Good Manners, Proper Behavior, and Not Grossing 
People Out, tells parents they should think about the severity and intent of 
the behavior and whether the teen has a loving, helpful and self-correcting 
side. See if there’s intentional maliciousness, he advises. 
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Are Teens Ruder Today Than a 
Generation Ago? 

Some parents and experts balk at this question 
because they believe it unfairly paints today’s teens 
with a broad brush. Others readily acknowledge 
that teens can be rude. But all admit that today’s 
culture and society have an impact on our youth, 
and like every generation, they are a product of 
their environment. 

Packer says today’s teens are indeed ruder. 
Seventy-fi ve percent of parents he surveyed said 
that children are less polite now than when they 
were growing up. Interestingly, nearly as many 
parents said that adults today are also less polite. 
It’s a result of a confl uence of factors, such as the 
introduction of informality into the culture and 
the discourteous way with which so many of us 
communicate, Packer says. 

Sunnyvale parent Lisa Wong agrees that teens 
are ruder, adding that most people are these days. She 
has observed teens publicly displaying a lack of rever-
ence toward elders, noting “there’s an undercurrent 
of respect that’s gone.” Still, many teens reserve their 
rudeness for their parents. One San Francisco mom 
says, “My son isn’t rude to anyone but me!”

Th at’s not uncommon, notes Borba, the author 
of Unselfi e, as teens feel freer to unleash a bit within 
their comfort zone. She emphatically agrees that 
teens today are more rude and disrespectful than a 
generation ago, explaining “rudeness is really a lack 
of empathy, (as) it is off ensive to the person you’re 
causing pain to.”

She cites a survey showing a 40 percent dip in 
teens’ empathy in the last 30 years and a 50 percent 
rise in narcissism. She says this lack of empathy 
harms their reputation, their relationships and their 
character.

But not all experts agree. Brown says that she’s 
never encountered a rude teen when she’s having 
an honest, face-to-face conversation with them. 
However, she acknowledges that as a society we 
have lost a tremendous amount of manners. She says 
“youth are youth,” and we are responsible for their 
behavior and what they are exposed to. “Th ey mirror 
what we call acceptable. Th ey are watching people.” 
And among young adults, she’s observed that banter-
ing, meanness and name-calling are commonplace. 

One reason teens may seem ruder is that they 
are aff orded more opportunities for self-expression 
and self-advocacy, Pannikkat says. She points to her 
daughter’s high school seminar, which grades stu-
dents on their ability to support their views. We are 

raising them to be more self-aware and confi dent and 
to stand up for their convictions, she says, whereas 
parents in earlier generations sometimes stifl ed free 
thinking. 

In UnSelfi e, Borba references the Bay Area’s privi-
leged kids and how the overemphasis on performance 
and achievement, self-esteem and happiness take the 
spotlight off  empathy, kindness and character.

What Has Changed?
Borba recognizes several causes for the increase in 

rudeness, including glorifi cation of violent behavior; 
a raunchier, racier world always accessible via media 
and social media; peer infl uence and stressed-out 
parents. Parents need to put in the eff ort to parent, 
pushing back when they fi nd behavior unacceptable. 
Pannikkat says too many are “too busy to put their 
foot down and teach good manners and sensitivity.” 
And when they do push back, many save their batt les 
for issues involving academic pursuits or athletic 
achievement, instead of character building. Borba 
blames “the self-esteem bandwagon,” namely parent-
ing experts and educators who have shift ed parents’ 
focus away from character development to bolstering 
their children’s confi dence. “Teens need a moral 
rudder,” she says. 

“Perceiving a rudeness in teens is perceiving 
a disconnect,” according to Brown. She says this 
disconnect between us and our kids is due to a dearth 
of family time and healthy communication. 

We’re not fully engaged in our conversations, 
Brown says, adding that 90 percent of genuine 
one-on-one communication is not word-based, but 
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includes visible and audible social cues, such as hesi-
tancy, tone and body language, which convey feelings 
and messages of their own. Consequently, when we 
communicate electronically or don’t pay full att en-
tion, we are having only 10 percent of a conversation.

“What teens want is more time with their parents,” 
Brown says. Th ey want to hang out together without 
talking about college applications and homework. 
She says we aren’t connecting the way we should 
because our communications have become very 
bulleted — whether they are tweets, texts, Facebook 
messages or parent-teen discus-
sions in the car and on the run. 
Packer, the author of How Rude, 
notes that adolescents’ bad 
manners are oft en unintentional 
and result from misunder-
standings. Given our limited 
discourse with our teens, that 
should not be surprising. 

Wong, the Sunnyvale parent, 
thinks parents today cut kids 
more slack when it comes to 
respectful behavior, not impos-
ing consequences like when 
she was a teen. “Th ere’s a lot 
of informality now and teens 
are given more adult choices 
and catered to,” she says. She 
remembers the “aft erschool 
specials” where the unkind 
character was the villain and 
notes that these days, reality 
stars are not idolized for their 
virtue. She believes that when teens take a sassy tone, 
they feel savvy and a bit more grown up. “It’s cool to 
be sarcastic or mean,” she says, noting television and 
radio lack polite role models these days. 

Brown, too, fi nds role models more disturbing 
and Packer points to You Tube videos which glorify 
pranking as an example. 

While bombarded with these cultural infl uences, 
teens are also dealing with hormonal changes and 
social and academic challenges. Packer says teens 
can experience a loss of self-control in response to a 
specifi c situation – “evidence of a teen being a teen: 
speaking fi rst and thinking second.” Brown says “so 
many kids don’t have fi lters because no one explained 
it to them.” 

Parents who are themselves sarcastic should not 
be startled when they end up on the receiving end, 
a local parent says. She sees parents who try to be 

friends with their teens and, therefore, tend to be too 
lenient. She thinks, for some, it is a reaction to a strict 
upbringing. 

How Should Parents Respond? 
Rudeness may be a phase. Even so, it needs to be 

nipped in the bud, even if it starts small, Borba says. 
“A whine can turn into a smirk, into the rolling of the 
eyes, into the rude comment, into the backtalk,” she 
says. She tells parents to halt conversations that turn 
nasty and ask for a re-do: “Let’s do that again in a 

respectful way because that’s 
not the way we talk.”

She wants parents to 
adjust their “parenting dial” 
so less emphasis is placed on 
achievement and the narrow 
view of success marked by 
high GPAs and class rank, and 
more on character. Parents 
want to raise caring teens, but 
their messages to them aren’t 
clear enough, Borba says.  She 
wants families to “intentionally 
tune up kindness” by recog-
nizing kindness in private, 
subtle moments by telling their 
children “I’m glad you’re such 
a kind (person).” 

When the family is together 
in the evening, Packer recom-
mends that everyone tell of one 
act of kindness they performed 
that day. Borba suggests parents 

place a basket by the front door for all family mem-
bers to deposit electronics to increase face-to-face 
time. When parents put their phones away, teens feel 
like they are more important to us, Brown says.

In speaking with your teen, Packer cautions 
parents to avoid labelling their teen’s entire being, for 
example calling him “lazy” or “selfi sh,” because it’s 
not constructive. Approach it like a puzzle, and ask 
for input from your teen as to how you both might 
interact diff erently next time. Packer suggests telling 
your teen: “I think of you as a very kind person so 
I am not understanding why you are saying those 
things.”

One way teens learn good social and commu-
nication skills is by working outside the home, but 
fewer teens are doing so today. Pannikkat says her 
daughter’s communication skills improved while 
she worked at a summer camp. She thinks some of 
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her daughter’s peers who don’t work lack these skills 
because they sit in front of screens too much. 

Teens oft en also miss the opportunity to att end 
family gatherings, protesting 
their att endance because they 
don’t see the value in them. 
Although such gripes may be 
viewed as disrespectful and 
insensitive, some parents throw 
up their hands and resign them-
selves to att ending without 
thier kids, Brown says. Not only 
are these social responsibilities 
for teens, but parents are throw-
ing away golden opportunities 
to develop social skills. 

Teens may complain that 
elderly relatives always remark 
on their growth and grill them 
about school. Packer suggests 
teens try to shift  topics to initiate 
a conversation about a relative’s 
life or family history, perhaps 
becoming more engaged.

How to Redirect a Rude Teen?
When teens display blatantly off ensive, disrespect-

ful behavior, there should be consequences that are 
appropriate and related to the infraction, Packer says. 
If a parent is “feeling att acked and disrespected,” she 
could “refuse to provide a service, resource, gift  or 
treat the teen wants,” he explains. Th e parent should 
clarify the connection, saying, “I feel unappreciated, 
disrespected and hurt by what you said and I don’t 
feel like spending time with you in the car driving 
you.” He stresses that “kindness begets kindness.” 

I successfully used this strategy one particularly 
stressful day when I went to the wrong place to pick 
up my teen. I apologized for the mix-up, but my teen 
still upbraided me. I remained calm, understanding 
that my child was frustrated and stressed, too, but I 
was aggravated that my teen was showing no empa-
thy. I calmly indicated there would be no pick-up 
the next day in place of the quarter-mile walk, as the 
daily pick-up was a privilege, not a right. I never again 
encountered rudeness on a pick-up.

Packer encourages parents to refrain from 
imposing consequences if the disrespectful behavior 
is uncharacteristic of the teen or it’s clear that the 
teen is experiencing a particularly stressful period. 
At times it’s “a more eff ective corrective if they amp 
up their love, empathy and special treats, rather than 

their criticism and punishment.” Teens are constantly 
under adult scrutiny, and Packer recommends parents 
think about how they would feel if their employer or 

friend spoke to them the way 
they speak to their teen. 

But chronic rudeness or 
patt erns of recurring rudeness 
are diff erent. Borba encourages 
parents to play detective to fi nd 
out what might be triggering 
the behavior, analyzing the 
teen’s schedule to fi gure out 
the possible cause. When teens 
are under pressure they may 
lash out. Th e dialing down of 
empathy and respect can indi-
cate that the teen is in “survival 
mode,” says Borba. 

Th e establishment of very 
specifi c rules may not improve 
the behavior, Packer says. If 
there is a rule that the teen 
is not allowed to say certain 

words, the teen will come up with an objectionable 
word not on the list. If the rule extends to certain 
behavior, like eye rolling, the teen will grimace 
instead. As a result, Packer recommends general 
house rules such as “we speak to each other with love 
and kindness.” 

In an ideal world, parents will have taught their 
children in their early years how to express them-
selves in a polite way so they develop a kindness 
mindset and so that good manners become imbed-
ded and part of their inner character, Borba says. 

But it’s not too late if parents haven’t laid the 
foundation earlier. It’s more problematic, but not 
impossible. Packer advises that it’s okay for parents 
to say, “I wish we had talked about these things more 
when you were younger.”

“Parents always have to do the work,” Borba 
explains, and says that the eff ort matt ers because their 
relationship with their teen is a proving ground for 
the teens’ future relationships with employers and 
friends. 

Regardless of whether teens today are ruder or 
just “being teens,” parents must cultivate their teens’ 
empathy and social skills. Th at way, they’ll learn to 
treat others with respect and grow into adults their 
parents can be proud of. ■ 
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