
 
How to Motivate a Teen 

by Becky Mackintosh 

How the heck do you motivate a teen? 

That is the question of the century! It’s one that has baffled parents for decades. 
I’m not putting down teens - I have raised seven of them. I love teens, some days 
more than others. But what IS it about the age of mayhem between 12 and 20 
that drives parents crazy? And what is it that drives them at all? 

One of the challenges of being a parent is the feeling of inadequacy, like you’ve 
been parachuted on an island and given this huge responsibility without a 
manual of how to raise a teen into a responsible adult. 

Wouldn’t it be great if every child came equipped with a manual? 

As a parent you quickly realize that one size does not fit all. Perhaps if we could 
learn the secret to what motivates and drives a teenager, life would be easier. Dr. 
John L. Lund identifies the top 5 motivating factors: 

1. FREEDOM  

2. FUN  

3. FRIENDS  

4. They live in the PRESENT  

5. They want PRIVACY. 

It has been my experience that when teens make a decision, they go to the three 
F’s - freedom, fun and friends. Right? They are thinking about the NOW, contrary 
to their parents thinking about their FUTURE. 

As a parents you may blurt out, “You are not leaving this house to hang-out with 
your friends, you have to study and do your homework!”  You are thinking about 
their future - getting that scholarship to go to college. But the typical teen thinks 
in the moment wanting to have fun and hang out with their friends - college is a 
lifetime away. 



It’s all part of the stage of growing up. It’s not something we can pull them out of 
by just telling them to “get over it” - it comes through experience. 

Teens want freedom from their parents, freedom from chores and 
responsibilities, and freedom to choose. They want to feel like they are in charge 
of their life.  

Now, don’t go out and start eliminating chores and responsibilities so they feel 
free - it’s part of growing up! 

Back to the question: How do we motivate teens? Answer: We reward them in 
their value system, Friends, Freedom and FuN! 

A parent’s aim is to bring peace and love into the home. Right? Let’s say your 
teen asks to go to the school dance or a football game, or just to hang out with 
their friends. You respond;; “Absolutely not, I asked you to pick up the clothes on 
your bedroom floor and you still haven’t done it. You are not going anywhere.” I 
can promise you the evening will not be fun for either of you. Depending on the 
child this may teach a lesson, but most likely it will bring resentment and create a 
wedge. Try to present a win-win, for example,  

“Absolutely, I would love for you to do that as soon as you have cleaned your 
room.” Most likely they will hurry and get it picked up or perhaps shove 
everything under the bed or into the closet. J  

Another Example ... 

Remember how excited you were to get your drivers license? What did getting 
your drivers license represent? You guessed it! Freedom, fun and friends. It’s a 
powerful drive and powerful weapon. 

The threat: “Don’t you do that or you won’t drive.” The compromise: “Can I 
borrow the car?” “Yes! As soon as you ....” 

A teen will come up with any excuse to get out of doing chores, but he or she will 
do whatever it takes to get his drivers license. The motivating factor is that they 
view a driver’s license as something that will bring them, freedom, friends and 
fun. 

Maybe if I just YELL louder... 

We often think maybe if they just understand more clearly what our values are, 
they will become responsible human beings and we can stop worrying and 
stressing so much. We find ourselves becoming a talking bobble-head following 
them around the house yapping away preaching “responsibility”. 

The problem is not in drilling our message into their head. They KNOW what our 
values are, they know the difference between right and wrong, we have been 



telling them over and over, day after day, year after year with the thought that 
THIS time it might sink in. Right? The problem is not in the understanding, but in 
the fact they lack “motivation” and they live in the present. 

Transferring the responsibility from our shoulders to their shoulders ... 

If your teenager doesn’t understand Japanese and you whisper to them in 
Japanese they will not understand you. But maybe if you scream at them in 
Japanese they will understand. No, the problem is they haven’t assimilated our 
values yet, so we think “I just need to keep drilling these values until they get the 
point!” Unfortunately this will only broaden the gap. Try presenting the desired 
request in a way that is motivated by the three F’s: Freedom, Friends and Fun. 
Ultimately parenting is transferring the responsibility from our shoulders to their 
shoulders. 

One last example.... 

Let’s say your teen cleans his or her room and because they did such an 
amazing job you reward them with the responsibility to clean the entire house. It’s 
pretty clear what their reaction would be to such a reward and how they will most 
likely respond the next time they are given a chore or responsibility. Again teens 
are looking to be rewarded and motivated in their value system: Freedom, 
Friends and FuN. 

Great advice from my father.... 

My aunt recently reminded me of some advice my father had shared with her. He 
said it is important to be interested in what a teenager is interested in, because 
they don’t care much about what you are interested in. That is not a criticism of 
the age group; it is knowledge about their age and stage of growing up. To be 
interested in them and what they are doing and thinking about opens lots 
of chances to build and express encouragement. We are in different stages 
of life, yet we often expect them to be on our same page. 

It has been my experience that positive reinforcement always went a lot 
further, in every situation, then criticism. Look for the good and sincerely tell 
your children how much you appreciate them. Rather than only praising 
accomplishment, encourage and praise effort. 

Now that you know the secret of motivating teens without becoming a walking, 
talking, nagging bobble-head, life just got a little bit easier. Before you know it 
your teen will no longer be a teenager and they’ll like you again! 

	  


