
I used to scoff inwardly whenever people told me that
“the best thing parents can do for their children is to
love each other”.

Yeah, yeah, I’d think. That’s a given, isn’t it?
Otherwise I wouldn’t have married the guy.

In the blissful early days of marriage, the Support-
ive Spouse and I joked that we were a non-profit
organisation, in service of our then-only child, now
eight. We “worked” tirelessly, without pay or even
thanks, as a team to keep our little boy fed, cleaned
and happy, making decisions about his education
and well-being, and pouring our (limited) funds into
his enrichment.

When a friend asked me if I believed in date night,
I laughed at her. NGO workers have no time to go on
dates. There are more important things to do.

Years later, I am publicly eating those words.
As our marriage clocked more miles, and as we

added more members to our entourage (younger son,
now four, and a domestic helper), our once small and
efficient non-profit organisation became unwieldy.
We moved to larger but older headquarters (traded

our first flat for a masionette nearer to the kids’
schools), and house maintenance became a bigger
issue. The decisions to be made multiplied exponen-
tially.

The main office-holders (the SS and I) started
bickering more often.

Things came to a head when recently, at a
crossroads over what to do with the rest of my life, I
had a mini pre-midlife crisis. I wanted to go in a new
direction, shifting from journalism to fiction, and
toyed with the idea of moving overseas to pursue a
postgraduate degree.

My husband, however, wanted to stay put to grow
his editorial and publishing business. Nor was he
keen on the idea of uprooting our children just when
our elder son had settled comfortably into the local
school system.

Suddenly, it was Cold War. We withdrew the
communication lines. Then, the morning after a
discussion over our family’s future that degenerated
into a fight, I decided to Google for a way out.

I found a website called Power Of Two Marriage,
sort of a MOOC (Massive Open Online Courses) for
couples – for US$15 (S$18.70) a month, you could
access modules on communication, joint decision-
making, anger management and the like on the site.
You were also assigned a marriage coach, who would
give you activities and monitor your progress.

So I proposed to the SS that we take the course

together, and after a super quick cost-benefit analysis
(I suggested we take the free three-day trial and cancel
if it sucked), he agreed. Being kiasu Singaporeans, we
attempted to finish as much of the programme as we
could within the trial period.

For the next few nights, we huddled side by side in
front of the laptop, and watched videos of couples’
workshops or played games aimed to teach us how to
identify and eliminate “toxic language”.

We filled up worksheets, rephrasing dismissive,
contemptuous imaginary conversations into
understanding, information-seeking model state-
ments. In our daily lives, we tried to replicate those
techniques.

After a few days, the SS remarked that the mental
effort of trying to follow the rules for good communi-
cation meant that one is often no longer worked up,
by the time one figured out how to tactfully say what
needed to be said.

One way to avoid quarrels, we learnt, was also to
set a really low “anger ceiling”. That means that the
moment you feel even mildly irritated, you should
leave the room and re-enter the discussion only after
you have calmed down.

We even started adapting the method to deal with
the children: When one of us started getting annoyed
with the unruly kids, such as when they were
refusing to get in the bath, the other would say,
“Anger ceiling”.

The angry spouse would automatically exit while
the calm partner handled the situation.

It’s been a few months since we started with our
online booster course and we’re still at it. After the
kids go to sleep, we settle at our desk – him with a
glass of wine in hand and me, the nerd, with a
notebook and pencil at the ready – to do our “home-
work”.

I look forward to the half-hour or so we devote to
the course a night because it has become our hobby,
something that we work on together and laugh about
as we work out the answers.

Now that we know how to negotiate complicated
decisions systematically, we reach solutions a lot
quicker: I found a local university writing programme
that I could do without relocating and the SS
encouraged me to go for it. Our kitchen ceiling
sprung a new leak, and we quickly and relatively
painlessly talked through our options on how to get
it fixed.

As for the children, they are benefiting in that we
spend less time clashing over what needs to be done,
and more time having fun with them.

Come to think of it, ours is the non-profit unit
bound together so much by love that we believe in
investing in re-training loyal old staff.
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Love your spouse and benefit your kids

A
s teenagers start to grope for
their identity, they will inevita-
bly go to their parents with
more requests for possessions
and permission.

Not all of the requests will be possible to
accede to. The trick to saying “no” to a
teenager and have him toe the line is not to
state it immediately, say experts and
parents.

This applies to seemingly innocuous
situations such as hanging out late to even
obvious ones such as trying smoking, says
housewife Tonia Goh, 47.

“Particularly for teenagers, conversation
ceases the moment you blurt out a quick
‘no’,” says Ms Goh, who has four sons aged
seven to 16. “By asking me for permission,
they are letting me into their life and space,
so I capitalise on that and avoid passing
judgment so quickly.”

Instead, she probes the reasons behind
their requests – such as wishing to feel
accepted within a social group – and dis-
cusses the pros and cons of each decision.

The word “no” tends to escape
well-meaning parents’ lips too quickly, say
counsellors.

Ms Iris Lin, 33, who heads the youth
division at Fei Yue Community Services,
says: “You hear teenagers telling their
friends: ‘No need to ask, parents sure say
no’, then they go on to do what they like.”

Particularly as the child is leaving the
“structured cocoon” of primary school and
moving on to secondary education, he
enters a stage of building his self-identity
and esteem.

“For teenagers, they no longer want to
be known as ‘Mr and Mrs so-and-so’s
child’, but prefer to assert their own mind,
heart and personality, and find a group of
peers to which they belong,” says Ms Lin.

Fitting in with social circles also brings
accompanying troubles – parents say they
often grapple with their teenager coveting
things that his friends own, such as a pet.

Corporate communications specialist
Pauline Teo’s 13-year-old son and
10-year-old daughter have pleaded with
her for a pet cat. But she has had to put her
foot down as her daughter has a sensitive
nose.

Instead, she offers a compromise – the
family feed cats in their housing estate and
visit cat cafes.

Comparing possessions with peers tends
to start young, says marketing manager
Matthew Fam, whose two daughters aged
10 and eight have asked for bags and shoes
similar to their classmates’.

Mr Fam, 35, says he would check if the
girls’ existing belongings are in good shape.
If not, he makes them wait anyway,
provided the items are not falling apart.

“I would say, for example, that we can
shop for bags after the examinations. This
teaches them the value of delayed gratifica-
tion, so they do not always get their wants
fulfilled immediately,” he says.

Teacher Norizah Jamari faced arguably
more dicey issues in her family, such as her
children asking to learn to ride a motor-
cycle and colouring their hair.

Ms Norizah, 47, has four children – a
24-year-old daughter and three sons aged
17 to 22.

When her sons, for example, wanted to
dye their hair brown during the school
holidays, she had to bite her tongue for her
immediate reaction was “no”. Instead, she
asked them what their purpose was.

“First impressions count, so I asked
them if they wanted to look like an Ah
Beng,” she says using the local Chinese
dialect colloquialism for uncouth youth.

Her ploy worked – her sons did not
colour their hair.

Mr Nur Syafiq Adi, her 22-year-old son,
says of the incident: “I wanted to do
something fun, but when my mother took
the time to explain and reason with me
why I could not do something, I thought I

should listen to her.”
Far trickier was when he announced

three years ago that he wanted to learn to
ride motorcycle.

Ms Norizah says: “I worry for his safety,
so I told him that it would pain me if he got
hurt.”

Psychologist Daniel Koh of Insights
Mind Centre says when parents share their
concerns, as well as explore consequences –
how it would feel to lose a loved one and
how the family would cope mentally and
financially if the child got injured – the
children can make a more informed
choice.

Despite Ms Norizah’s efforts to make her
son change his mind about riding a motor-
cycle, he went ahead and got his licence
anyway, using his earnings from a
part-time job to pay for lessons.

While she still worries for his safety
whenever he rides his motorcycle – which

he bought also with his money – and
would prefer that he used another mode of
transportation, she is at least pleased that
his interest was not a passing whim.

“He really showed his responsibility and
resilience,” she says.

Moreover, his act of independently striv-
ing towards the goal of obtaining a licence
has reassured her that he would not be a
reckless rider.

Other minefields for teenage drama
include sleepovers and boy-girl relation-
ships.

Parents such as senior administrative
assistant Lestrine Tan, 49, discourages her
16-year-old son from both. Her rule: He is
not allowed to stay overnight elsewhere.
Instead, she offers to pick him up wherever
he is, even as late as midnight.

A relationship is also not encouraged,
she says. “I tell him he should be able to
feed and look after himself before he looks

after someone.”
Experts are divided on how parents

should handle these two areas, and counsel
a measured approach.

Dr Carol Balhetchet, senior director of
youth services at the Singapore Children’s
Society, suggests parents could invite their
children to have the sleepover with friends
at their home first. This is an opportunity
for parents to get comfortable with their
teens’ social circle before assessing if they
are ready for sleepovers elsewhere.

For boy-girl relationships, Dr Balhetchet
advises parents avoid a direct no. “Parents
could ask their teen if he is ready to be so
emotionally linked to a person, pay for
flowers and gifts, and spend all festivals
and birthdays with that person.”

Parents could even draw on the
experience of courtship with their spouse
to illustrate their point, and instead
encourage their child to have non-
romantic friendships with the opposite sex
during his teenage years.

Explaining the rationale behind each
decision is important. While parents may
get their way with saying no “because I say
so” to younger children, this approach
does not work for teenagers, says family
therapist Benny Bong.

“Such an authoritarian response may
not be adequate. An explanation is helpful
to teach your child what behaviour is not
permitted and why not,” he says.

But if the final answer is “no”, stick to
your guns, says Fei Yue’s Ms Lin. “Some
parents get guilty because it breaks their
heart that their teen has slammed the door
in anger or is sulking, so they say no once
or twice, then give in,” she says.

Ultimately, saying “no” preps your
teenager for the workforce where he would
likely hear more people saying “no” to him
than “yes”, says Dr Balhetchet.

She adds: “It is the goal of parenting for
your children to learn the reality of the
world by familiarising them with the word
‘no’. From there, they learn the value of
resilience.”

keziatoh@sph.com.sg

How hard is it for you to say
“no” to your child? E-mail
suntimes@sph.com.sg

PHOTO: COURTESY OF PAULINE TEO

To make up for not allowing her 10-year-old daughter Chrissy (left) to own a pet cat,
corporate communications specialist Pauline Teo takes the child to a cat cafe in Boat
Quay to get up close with the felines.

Parents should explain to
their teens the rationale
for their decision to help
them understand why
some requests are denied

Take time
to say ‘no’

Seriously Kidding
Clara Chow

Kezia Toh
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When the children of teacher
Norizah Jamari ask to do
something she does not approve
of, she finds out their purpose
and counsels them. With her
are her sons (background from
far left) polytechnic student
Nur Syafiq Adi, student Nur
Syafi Adli and national
serviceman Nur Syahmi Aliff,
and (foreground, left) her police
officer husband Samsuri Masuki.
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“By asking me for
permission, they are
letting me into their
life and space, so
I capitalise on that
and avoid passing
judgment so quickly.”
HOUSEWIFE TONIA GOH (above)
on how she takes time to discuss
her children’s requests instead
of saying “no” on the spot.
With them are her husband
Tan Kay Kheng
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