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In recent months 
our 12 year old 
son has stopped 
wanting to shower 
or wash at all. It 

was never a problem until 
recently and he used to love 
bath time. This wouldn’t 
be an issue, except that his 
body odour is strong and 
unpleasant. We’ve tried 
gently encouraging him 
to wash and to use anti-
perspirant but this can 
quickly escalate into a battle. 
I know that other people 
have noticed and I worry 
that it is going to cause him 
hurt. 

I feel guilty admitting this, 
but I find the smell repellent 
and feel myself withdrawing 
from him when it’s really 
strong. When we’re out, I’m 
really quite embarrassed 
about it.

What can we do to help 
our son with his personal 
hygiene? And should I work 
on accepting things as  
they are?

Well, firstly, we all have the right to make our own decisions and this is never so 
clear as in the teenage years. There is a constant battle between young person and 
parent about right and wrong, what’s good for you versus what isn’t and to shower or 
not to shower. And even though it can feel like a ‘simple’ thing (please shower!), these 

situations are always mixed up with so many conflicting emotions.
For example, in your letter you tell me about feeling embarrassed about being with your teen 

in public and I imagine you are wondering what others around you make think of him. These 
feelings start in our own early life – our experiences of our parents and their expectations 
but also, and most importantly at this vulnerable time in adolescence, the expectations of our 
peers. Perhaps you remember being a teen and what it was like to notice our own body odour, 
or worse, the body odour of a teacher or friend. Perhaps you also remember the feelings of 
being teased about this or seeing others being teased. Your sense of embarrassment as a 
parent might well be linked to your son’s and as he might be in denial about his body changes, 
you are feeling this more strongly for him.

Of course, body changes are normal at this point in life. Your son is moving from being 
looked after by you and your family to a sense of independence and maturity. Being 
independent and mature means looking after your owns needs and maybe this is a stumbling 
block for your son. Knowing that you are soon to be fully responsible for yourself can feel 
pretty scary and your son may be trying to hide those feelings; feeling shameful for his 
uncontrollable body changes and what this means for him now. When we don’t want to admit 
something to ourselves, we often deny the feelings and hope that they will go away. With your 
son not listening to your advice on body hygiene, this may be present for him. Added to this 
sense of shame and denial that your son might be feeling are the feelings of ‘battling’ with you, 
as you explain in your letter. This battle can be heightened by the difficult feelings you and your 
son are having, and it can be hard for either of you to back down or find a solution to manage 
this.

So, I think a good thing for you is to take a step back for a moment. Try and separate your 
feelings from the past, the present and think about the reason why your son is not able to 
cooperate or look after himself. Is he feeling pressure at school? Is he worried about his 
changing body? Has something else changed that he can’t talk about? Does he have someone 
to talk to outside of your home that would relieve some pressure.

Once you have thought about the situation without some of the emotion, you can add some 
practical actions to help him. 
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We have developed 
an online therapy 
service in response to 
COVID19

We are taking new 
referrals, so please 
get in touch

Chroma continues to offer online 
therapy services for adoptive families

Music Therapy | Dramatherapy 
Art Psychotherapy | Assessments

Call us now: 
0330 440 1838

referrals@wearechroma.com

If you or your children need our support 
contact us on:

t: 0330 440 1838
e: referrals@wearechroma.com

ADVICE SPONSORED  
BY CHROMA

Are you happy for your
child to receive a large
cash inheritance?

Call us on 0800 860 6265 and 
quote ‘Adoption UK’ to receive 
your free consultation.

www.adoptionlegalcentre.co.uk
info@adoptionlegalcentre.co.uk

If you die without leaving a will, following your death (if you 
are single or co-habiting) or following the death of you and 
your spouse, your adopted child will inherit your estate 
equally with any siblings once they turn 18. At 18 they will 
become entitled to the whole estate which could be a 
substantial sum.

Many of our clients tell us that due to the emotional and 
other challenges their children face, that they do not feel that 
it is in their child's best interests for them to inherit 
everything at 18.

We are specialists in advising adoptive parents about the 
most effective ways of ensuring that their estate passes to 
their children in the most suitable way for their child and 
their needs.

We are offering free initial consultations to all adoptive 
parents to discuss their specific circumstances and 
requirements.
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PRACTICAL TIPS

•	 Did you know that during the teenage years, children 
are most motivated by rewards? Encourage your son 
to take charge of his own routine and reward him for 
it with pocket money or special treats such as more 
electronic device time or time with his friends. 

•	 Support him to make a list of his daily habits – 
shower, brush teeth, change clothes, add deodorant – 
and he may feel empowered to take control. 

•	 Adjust your expectations a little – he probably won’t 
cooperate with everything you ask (!) so I always 
think three out of five things is enough for success!

•	 Having said that, some things can be non-negotiable. 
Encourage your son to think about the reason why 
they have to be done. Brushing teeth and washing 
hands, for instance.

•	 Make personal hygiene a clear part of your daily 
routine – wake up, get dressed, wash face and brush 
teeth. Or have dinner, watch TV, take a shower and 

put clothes in the wash. Would your son respond to 
something visual, like a tick list, or is there something 
he can create on his phone or tablet?

•	 If your son does find it hard to look after his personal 
care, think about the possible reasons why. What is 
his behaviour trying to tell you? What does he need 
help with now? 

•	 Offer little spaces during your week where you can 
talk to your son. This might be in the car on the way to 
school or doing a chore together. ‘Sideways’ talk is a 
great way to help you both to feel less pressure and to, 
hopefully, find the words to say what is important to 
you both in that moment.

•	 Remember to breathe – your son will figure this out 
with support and encouragement. And you will be 
able to deal with this more positively with a clear 
mind.
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