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			INTRODUCTION

			A good litmus test for the health of any society is how well it treats its girls and how well its girls are faring. When we look at the mental health of American girls today, one thing becomes clear: We as a society are failing pretty miserably. Depression has long been more prevalent in girls than in boys, but rates of depression in girls have now reached epidemic proportions. One out of four adolescent girls reports suffering from symptoms of major depression compared with fewer than one in ten boys. Girls and young women are twice as likely as boys and young men to suffer from anxiety. In 2021, the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention reported that suicide attempts had recently increased 51 percent among girls compared with 4 percent among boys. These statistics cannot be explained by higher rates of awareness or diagnosis. They are real, and they are scary to every parent of every daughter and to anyone who cares about young women.

			Even as rates of depression and anxiety in girls rise, the reasons behind this downturn in adolescent female health have been difficult to comprehend. Why does this disparity between girls’ and boys’ mental health emerge as girls enter puberty? And why is this trend worsening now? In the pages to come, I follow the discoveries of leading researchers who, in the face of today’s crisis among girls, have pivoted to answering these two questions. Not only do their findings tell us that we are raising girls in an era whose problems are different from those of previous generations, but they also offer us a new scientific understanding of how mounting adversities affect girls’ bodies and brains in surprising and unique ways. In the face of today’s ongoing toxic stressors, these negative effects can begin to manifest at a biological level in distinctly different ways as boys and girls enter puberty and come of age. This, coupled with the stress that accompanies simply growing up female in our society, is a more important driver of today’s depression and anxiety epidemic among girls than anyone previously realized.

			

			—

			When I first began to report on these scientific findings, I wondered if it was wise to try to view what lay behind today’s teen girl mental health crisis through a biological lens. Even as it became clear that something was happening to girls due to the environment in which they lived and that it affected them during puberty in ways distinct from boys, the question of whether sex differences played a role was not a room I was eager to enter. I feared even opening the door to the discussion, lest it be misused or misinterpreted in ways that harmed girls—wrongly implying that female biology was somehow weak, or that girls themselves were somehow to blame.

			Nothing could be further from the truth. Let me say it clearly: The female body and brain are more susceptible to being adversely affected by chronic stress only when the source of that stress remains unaddressed and unmitigated. Indeed, in a healthy environment, one that fosters girls’ well-being, girls can possess distinct advantages in navigating adversity. Such an environment would include a healthy, strong relationship with parents and other adults; the experience of a deep psychological sense of safety in the world; and feeling seen and valued in society.

			Adolescence is a time unlike any other, full of unimaginable promise—a golden period marked by learning and possibility and growth. As hormones rush in and begin to create visible physical changes, the brains of teens become especially ripe, agile, and flexible, open to new opportunities and experiences and to learning new approaches to self-awareness, coping, and connection that can prepare teens to navigate even highly complex challenges. And yet adolescence is also a precipice. Each young person stands at its brink, poised either to falter or to stride forward and thrive as they cross into young adulthood. So much depends on the emotional, social, and environmental terrain in which they come of age.

			This may be truer for girls. As you will see in the pages that follow, the aspects of the female stress-threat response that make the female body susceptible to the biophysical ill effects of adversity and toxic environments as a girl comes into puberty are also what make the female adolescent brain remarkably flexible and responsive to positive shifts in a girl’s lived experience. But a supportive environment that provides strong scaffolding for a girl’s healthy development is not created merely through the absence of trial and adversity or by buffering children and teens from every form of toxic stress (even if such a thing were wise, or possible). A neuroprotective environment is one in which the conditions that foster a sense of being safely seen, deeply connected, and valued have been set in place by parents and other family members, mentors, and community. Each of these neuroprotective spheres of influence lies nestled inside the next, larger sphere, as with a series of Matryoshka dolls, each painted wooden doll held inside the next. If we are to grow strong girls, each neuroprotective sphere must pass the litmus test of whether girls feel secure and connected within it. Ultimately, this is what ensures that each girl, represented by the smallest figure at the center, feels safe within herself.

			There are myriad ways we can harness the tremendous power of this science to promote new layers of resilience in girls. If we can identify the toxic chronic stressors a girl faces, reduce what stress we can, and provide adequate support in the face of adversity, we can create a different coming-of-age environment for girls, one that will yield a very different outcome. Indeed, we now understand the core factors that, when bundled together, are neurobiologically protective both in preventing mental health concerns in girls and in helping those girls who are already struggling.

			Just as today’s change in girls’ health is not due to any single variation in their environment, protecting girls against negative shifts in the female brain and immune health likewise has many moving parts. The right interactions and interventions that help girls feel safe can promote a cascade of powerful changes at the biophysical level—acting as a cellular antidote to our culturally complicated, toxic era and setting the stage for new possibilities for flourishing. Over time, bundling together small micro changes can alter a girl’s life and emotional trajectory.

			In many ways, I wrote this book because I felt a moral imperative to close the gap between what experts have learned about growing strong girls in an increasingly threat-laden era and what parents need to know.

			In addition to talking to research and medical experts, I also follow the stories of three girls whose journeys illustrate why adolescent females do not feel safe in the world we’ve created for them and how modern stressors are more powerful than we previously thought in shaping every girl’s story of who she is and who she can become. I’ve changed some girls’ names and characteristics to disguise their identities, but their experiences are real. Their stories, coupled with the latest insights from science, offer what I hope will be seen as a new and powerful blueprint for how we can raise, and protect the emotional lives of, girls.

			The girls I interviewed were very thoughtful about and aware of why they did not feel safe, seen, or valued in the world. Each had endured a very challenging passage into and throughout puberty. Through no fault of their own, these girls learned the hard way. And yet, despite navigating difficult journeys, they each found—with the help of caring others and by bravely searching out answers for themselves—powerful ways to heal. Indeed, the strategies they clung to for learning to thrive are included in part 3 of this book, “The Antidotes.”

			As you’ll read in that section, there are ways to help downshift a girl’s stress-threat response, build up her ability to adapt and self-manage in positive ways, and prevent a chronic state of fight, flight, or freeze, even in the face of stressors. This, in turn, can help usher in a girl’s interior sense of safety and bolster her mental well-being. The fifteen antidotes I lay out in part 3 invite the reader to embrace a new way of thinking about how, when, and where to better promote deep psychological safety and connection for girls across four domains of life experience in which stress can arise—household, environmental, community, and social—while also increasing girls’ autonomy and resilience. My hope is that these antidotes will enable parents to help their daughters avoid having to muddle through or struggle quite so much—and, indeed, enable them to flourish. I hope, too, that these antidotes will help teachers, counselors, therapists, mentors, and other adults better support the girls whose lives they touch. The goal is for each of us—in whatever role we play in girls’ lives—to help make this difficult and at times precarious passage into adulthood smoother, easier, and therefore more joyful.

			

			—

			Perhaps today’s growing trend of despondency among girls hits home for you because you’re worried about a girl you know who is struggling. Or perhaps you’ve already been on a journey to help a girl you love flourish and thrive but have found yourself unable to uncover the best ways to do so. If that’s true for you, you’re not alone.

			The deeper I delved into this research, the more my own maternal heart propelled me onward. It seems fitting to acknowledge that my foray into investigating the forces confronting today’s girls was driven by a love for all girls as well as for my own. For me, the personal has always informed the professional, compelling me to translate emerging science into clear, plain language as best I can. This book is no different. It was written with a journalist’s mind and infused with the love of a mother’s heart.

			I am the mother of a beautiful and, dare I say, remarkable daughter who, like so many girls, struggled throughout adolescence and into her early twenties with mental health concerns—a story that is hers to tell, not mine. Yet, as I write these pages, I cannot stop wondering: If I had known when my daughter was younger, and still free from suffering, what I’ve now learned, could I have helped her more? Sooner? I cannot know. And yet, understanding this science has helped me know how to help my daughter now. Because, for parents, families, and society, it is never too late to better the lives of our daughters and other girls we care about.

			The new neuroscience on the biology of female teen flourishing offers all of us who care about the health of girls a new blueprint containing a message of hope, responsibility, and possibility to enhance the lived experiences of girls. It is in that spirit that I offer what I’ve learned from some of the best minds of our time, and from girls themselves.

		

	
		
		
			PART ONE

			Growing Up Female

		

	
		
		
			CHAPTER ONE

			Our Girls Are Not Okay

			Why Are So Many of Our Daughters Struggling?

			Anna Moralis keeps a portrait of her maternal grandmother on her desk in her small Chicago student apartment. Her resemblance to her grandmother is striking—they share large dark eyes, chestnut hair, and a narrow chin. “Just seeing my grandmother smiling at me helps bring down my anxiety levels,” Anna tells me when we meet for the first time. As we talk, Anna leans over a sketchbook and doodles with colored pencils. I wonder if drawing also helps her manage her anxiety.

			Anna, who has just turned twenty-one and has a clear sense of herself gained through time and talk therapy, plans to go to law school and focus on social justice. But even when she was young—indeed, by the time she was twelve—she was politically engaged and reflective about the world. “I begged my parents to take me to human rights marches,” she tells me. “Everywhere I looked, there was so much social and environmental injustice. Racism, voting rights, terrorism, global warming, climate change, spates of school shootings. On the one hand, I found a lot of confidence by being so engaged; I wrote op-eds for my middle school newspaper and sold candy bars to raise money for kids caught in the Middle East conflict.” But immersing herself in larger social issues also made her feel as if “the little things I was going through in my own teenage life couldn’t be valid. I had this sense that it was silly for me to be upset about anything happening in my personal life.”

			Toward the end of middle school, “I became popular for the first time,” Anna recalls. “Then social media took over. Social media was terrible for me. I already had a lot of discomfort with my body image. So much of social media is imbued with this constant, pervasive sexism.” That year in middle school, “a lot of girls would get together to watch TV shows like Pretty Little Liars, in which perfect-looking twentysomethings played perfect-looking sixteen-year-olds. They had Victoria’s Secret Fashion Show–viewing parties and posted pictures of themselves on Snapchat trying to look sexually mature and model perfect. That wasn’t good for me or for my self-image.”

			When Anna turned fourteen and entered high school, the social scene grew far more challenging. “The friends I’d had in middle school dropped me. They said I was ‘too nice’ and my concern for social justice was ‘fake’; that I was trying to get attention. I couldn’t make new friends because my magnet school was so tiny.” Anna’s precocious self-awareness became a double-edged sword. As her peers made fun of her, she began to turn her capacity for observation and reflection against herself. “I had this sense that if I were skinnier or prettier or happier or less serious, I’d be included in the things everyone posted about on Snapchat and Finsta,” she says, referring to the private accounts teens use to share inside jokes and gossip with a restricted group of peers. “Maybe I’d even have a boyfriend. I assumed there was something missing in me and that was the reason I was missing out.”

			Using the language for self-reflection that comes with therapy, Anna sees, looking back, how “the role models imposed by the world around me for how to be female were bombarding me from screens, phones, computers, TV, which everyone my age was on six or seven hours a day. The screen version of the feminine ideal overshadowed real life. I never got to choose how I wanted to be as a female teen.”

			Anna’s mother, a physician with the U.S. Army Medical Corps, was stationed overseas. “I felt very alone. I told myself, Oh, so what if I don’t have friends? It’s not that bad; it could be worse. I wasn’t suffering from atrocities—there was no war or school shooting or flood or fire on my own doorstep—so how could my own sadness be valid? But inside, my depression snowballed. I didn’t understand what I was so sad and fearful about. We didn’t even have the pandemic! It was more like a pandemic of a growing feeling of unsafety about everything, everywhere I turned.”

			Anna began restricting her meals to tiny portions. These periods were followed by binge eating. “When I was fourteen, I gained fifteen pounds. My mom came home on leave, and one day while my parents and I were driving, I was sitting in the back seat and they said, ‘Anna, you’ve gained weight. We’re worried about it. We wanted to talk to you about eating less and signing up for an exercise class.’ They didn’t seem to notice that I was also no longer my bubbly self…. On the one hand, my parents supported who I was on the inside—they told me I was a really good writer and would be an amazing novelist one day—but I was also living in this larger, toxic soup of damaging, gendered messages about being female, and that led me to process everything I heard them say in a toxic way, especially when it came to messages about my body: You are less than if you are fat. If you are fat, even the people who love you aren’t going to accept you for who you are.” This added to Anna’s “pervasive sense of invalidation, of not feeling seen for who I was and what I was going through.” And that contributed to a “vicious cycle of eating and purging.”

			Academic stress, meanwhile, snowballed. “I was in a competitive magnet school. I’d be at school seven hours a day, totally stressed because I knew I had to do well to get the accolades of top grades and college acceptances, and totally bored by the endless work teachers assigned. When I was fifteen, sixteen, and seventeen, I spent every free minute doing activities or homework until midnight. I’d spend all weekend doing more homework. Even though my school talked about valuing ‘learning’ over awards, that was just not true. It was all about getting the accolades.”

			Anna’s mother took a second tour overseas. Anna was at home with her dad and her elder sister and brother. Her sister, several years her senior, went off to college. “Suddenly, I was the only girl in my house. I often felt that when there were family arguments, I was somehow the one who’d said or done something wrong. My dad could be very patronizing. And that would lead to explosive clashes between us. He’d say something condescending, and I’d slam my door and stay in my room. It was always made out to be my fault; I was always the one who got the blame for all this ridiculous, constant anger simmering in our household, and [I] had to apologize. My brother clammed up. My dad got so fed up with single parenting, he completely disengaged. I started going out and drinking a lot with this one friend I had. I started eating a ton. When I think back to that time, I can see I felt this overwhelming sense of female powerlessness, coupled with a sense of just being abandoned. I had no female mentors, and my family felt ruptured. We’d always had this very loving family when I was a kid—but suddenly, that was gone. My mom and I would talk on Skype a lot, but there was no one I could turn to to help me process life as a teenage girl in a pretty fucked-up world.”

			Throughout the rest of high school, Anna put forth the appearance that all was okay—that she was okay. She was eighteen when she left for college, carefully concealing her mounting sense of melancholy and unease. It was then that things fell apart. It was as if she had buried all her fears and sorrow and sense of dejection in some bottomless black hole inside her, and now the hole had become so large that it had swallowed her, too, until she could no longer find herself within it.

			Anna was a few months into her freshman year when her anxiety and depression came to a head. “I alternated wildly between binge-eating and eating almost nothing for days. I began to have these repetitive, anxious, obsessive, depressive thoughts I couldn’t get away from in my own head.” Alone, without outside support from others, and lacking coping skills for managing the stress she was experiencing, Anna began to look for solace in all the wrong places. “I chose all the worst ways to try to validate myself, which played perfectly into the ways in which women in our society are led to expect to be treated. I hooked up with guys who treated me like shit while hoping one of them would find me attractive and interesting enough to date.”

			She felt she had to put forth a constrained version of herself to the world, one that meshed with the teenage female ideal. To Anna, it seemed that the girls in her friend group were better able to fit their psyches more easily and neatly into that ideal, immersing themselves, amid the rigors of academic life, in the shallower concerns of parties, hooking up, selfies, and TikTok.

			Little things—stressful moments Anna would normally have been able to shake off—took on more magnitude for her. “I got a B-minus on a history paper, and it felt like the end of the world. I started throwing up all the time from nerves. I threw up in the hallway of the history department after seeing my professor. It was humiliating. I started to obsess over things friends said to me, and [I] couldn’t stop worrying that they were making fun of me when I wasn’t around.”

			That winter, when Anna came home for the long holiday break, she tried to make small talk with her parents, but she found it hard. She made halfhearted efforts at fake cheeriness and tried to remain civil. She stayed in her room a lot. She cried at seemingly small things, like losing a favorite pencil. One afternoon, her mother and father sat her down. They told her they didn’t want her to return to academic life until she saw a therapist. Anna was as furious as she was miserable. “That entire holiday I was caustic with everyone. I guzzled all this wine and said really rude things to everyone except for my grandmother, who just kept hugging me. Inside, I just felt unseen and invalidated and completely invisible to my family.”

			Anna gazes out her window for a moment, then turns back toward me with a soft smile, as if she has, since those days, found compassion for that younger teenage self. “I think what I really wanted, what I really needed, was to connect with someone and feel connected to myself.”

			
				A Growing Despair Among Girls

				Anna is certainly not alone in her feelings of isolation and self-loathing, and to a certain degree, some of what she describes might arguably be considered garden-variety growing pains. But for Anna and many other girls today, there is something more than normal teen angst and adolescent social anxiety at play here. An increasing number of girls report feeling overwhelmed by a pervasive sense of anxiety and depression in the face of mounting stressors as they journey from their preteen years into young adulthood. Indeed, as you read Anna’s story, perhaps a girl comes to mind whom you deeply care for (your daughter, niece, student, or a friend’s daughter) whose passage from childhood to young adulthood seems marked by a worrisome degree of emotional distress or a sense of understandable fragility in an increasingly challenging coming-of-age landscape.

				Our girls are simply not okay. Depression is occurring more often in girls today than in the past, and it’s presenting earlier than it did just two decades ago—often by ages twelve or thirteen. Higher diagnosis rates alone don’t account for this troubling spike. Indeed, when researchers assess mental health in young people, they don’t rely on diagnoses. Because many teens who experience mental health symptoms are not diagnosed, national data on mental health problems in teens relies on other criteria: Researchers screen teens to find out if they’ve faced emotional or behavioral concerns that have been so significant they’ve disrupted their normal daily life, lasted for twelve months or longer, and/or required counseling. Recent studies that rely on these metrics show that, by age seventeen, more than a third of girls report having experienced at least one “major depressive episode” over the past year of their lives, marked by feelings of “worthlessness and guilt.” This isn’t just some transient angst: A major depressive episode is defined as a period of weeks (often longer) during which a person experiences persistent sadness and hopelessness, fatigue, changes in sleeping habits, loss of interest in activities, or lingering thoughts of suicide.

				Every year, the gap between the rates at which girls and boys suffer from depression and anxiety persists—and between 2018 and 2019, that gap widened by 14 percent. Between 2016 and 2020, girls were, on average, 48 percent more likely to have a depression diagnosis and a 43 percent higher rate of anxiety disorders compared with boys of the same ages. The sense of day-to-day well-being that girls experience also differs from that of boys: Nearly 50 percent of young adult females report as many as ten days of “poor mental health” during the past month, compared with 28 percent of young adult males.[*1]

				I want to be clear: Boys today are struggling, too. Of course they are. Anxiety disorders in boys can often manifest as behavioral problems or attention issues and be misdiagnosed or missed altogether. Boys facing depression are also more likely to commit suicide compared with girls. But the challenges boys and girls face often have distinct root causes, and it would be a disservice to our children to ignore this.

				Moreover, recent suicide trends also point to a growing epidemic of despair among girls. The gap between suicide rates in girls and boys is narrowing: The rate at which preteen and teen girls take their own lives has tripled over the past twenty years, including in girls ages ten to fourteen. In 2021, suicide attempts increased 51 percent among adolescent girls compared with 4 percent among boys.

				Statistics even hint at when this surge in girls’ growing distress first began to escalate—even as it flew under the radar for too long. When we dig deeper into the data, we see a startling subtrend: Today’s precipitously rising rates of anxiety and depression are observed only in those under the age of twenty-five. According to a 2019 study in the Journal of Abnormal Psychology, although rates of experiencing a major depressive episode in the last year increased 52 percent among all adolescents ages twelve to seventeen and 63 percent among young adults eighteen to twenty-five, this trend did not exist in young people ages twenty-six and older. Feelings of hopelessness, restlessness, worthlessness, and suicidal thoughts were also significantly higher for those under twenty-five, compared with those twenty-six and older. This increase in major depressive disorders and emotional distress was far more prevalent in girls and young women compared with boys and young men of the same ages. Taken together, study authors say this suggests “a generational shift in mood disorders and suicide-related outcomes.”[*2]

				This downward turn in girls’ well-being, which existed long before the COVID-19 pandemic, became more abysmal after prolonged pandemic-related stress. According to University of Michigan researchers, nearly half of parents say they noticed that their teenager’s mental health worsened during the pandemic. Roughly one-third of girls displayed new or worsening signs of depression or anxiety compared with fewer than one in five boys. Emergency room visits for teen mental health crises rose 31 percent during 2020, the year pandemic lockdowns began, compared with 2019, and this increase, too, was far steeper among girls.

				

				—

				Very recently, scientists and public health researchers have started to unpack the “why” behind this concerning phenomenon. The authors of the Journal of Abnormal Psychology study cite “cultural trends” since the mid-2000s as precipitating this downward trend in female teen mental health. In additional analyses, researchers even pinpointed the specific year that teen girls’ mental health first began to drastically worsen: 2012. And yet it is only since 2016—when the National Institutes of Health asked that sex differences be factored into the design and reporting of preclinical research—that scientists began to more deeply consider male and female sex differences in the biological underpinnings for how, when, and why depression and anxiety develop in response to adversity and stress.[*3]

				Their eye-opening findings offer us a much clearer explanation for why our girls are suffering so deeply, while also giving us a hopeful new foothold into better understanding the complexity of today’s coming-of-age experience for girls. In simple terms, this science tells us that chronic stressors affect the female brain very differently from the male brain and that although these changes begin early on in development, they most often start to manifest during puberty, in often harmful ways. At its essence, this science shows us what happens when girls are beset by myriad stressors, how these adversities manifest in the way girls feel and in their psychological well-being, and why these stressors are more powerful in shaping every girl’s story than we previously realized.

				
					Science tells us that chronic stressors affect the female brain very differently from the male brain and that although these changes begin early on in development, they most often start to manifest during puberty, in often harmful ways.

				
			

			
				The Four Domains of Childhood Stress

				Stress is a simple word that most of us utter every day of our lives, but it is also a catchall term, and hence, a confusing one. When we use the word stress, what exactly are we talking about? Most of what we know about the way stress and adversity can shape children’s well-being emerges from a body of research known as the Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACE) Study. ACE literature consists of more than two thousand well-replicated studies conducted over the past twenty-five years that have demonstrated that exposure to different types of childhood adversity before the age of eighteen raises the likelihood of a child’s developing mental or physical health disorders in adulthood.

				These stressors, or sources of stress, are found in four broad domains. The first of these are household stressors, the kind of adversity a child faces in their own home. These might include growing up with a parent or caregiver who suffers from a mental health disorder, who is an alcoholic or has a substance use disorder, or who has a chronic medical illness; experiencing parental separation or divorce; losing a parent before reaching adulthood or being separated from a parent. It also includes poor treatment at the hands of a parent or primary caregiver, such as being chronically criticized or put down; physical neglect, such as not being taken to the doctor when ill; emotional neglect, such as feeling that your family doesn’t have your back or care about you, witnessing violence in the home, or being bullied by siblings; and physical and sexual abuse.

				The second domain of childhood stressors and adversities is environmental. These encompass natural disasters and fallout from the climate crisis, such as hurricanes, earthquakes, wildfires, and mud slides; the stress imposed by the COVID-19 pandemic; and exposure to toxins, infections, and pollution.

				Childhood traumas also occur in the broad domain of one’s community: growing up with the threat of racism; facing discrimination, poverty, or community violence; going to substandard schools; lacking adequate housing; and being exposed to or even having to prepare for the possibility of school shootings.

				Finally, there are the social stressors. These are the emotional or interpersonal stressors children traditionally meet in social milieus, amid cliques at school or in their neighborhood. However, as children and teens live more of their lives online, on social media—navigating the liking and disliking, the critiquing, and the ever-present threat of being left out or made fun of—chronic stress in this domain has become more acute and a new and pressing source of concern.

				When we take a step back and view the adversity found in these four domains of children’s and teens’ lives, we can see they share several common denominators. They are chronic and unpredictable; one never knows when they might recur. They imbue in a child a feeling that they are in some way under threat, which interrupts their basic sense that they are safe in the world. This stress may be felt on an emotional level, as a sense of fear, anxiety, shame, worry, loneliness, or creeping dread. Or it might be felt on a physiological level, as an underlying tension a child might not even be aware she carries in her body. Or it might be felt more overtly as panic, manifesting in an elevated heart rate, butterflies in the stomach, the feeling of one’s heart being caught in one’s chest. All these sensations of unsafeness can plunge a child into a low-grade or acute state of “fight, flight, or freeze,” in which the body and brain prepare to defend against the perceived threat, run from it, or freeze in place to escape notice. Over time, this elevated sense of uncertainty as to what lies around the next corner promotes a rise in inflammatory chemicals in the body, which in turn can trigger changes to the immune system and the architecture of the developing brain.

				

				—

				Most of these stressors affect boys and girls alike. All children and teens have now experienced a deadly public health emergency, and many lost family members to the pandemic. According to a 2021 CDC study in The Lancet, by the summer of 2021, for every two adults who died due to COVID-19, one child was left without a parent or other caregiver, such as a grandparent who lived with them.

				Pandemic worries stack up on top of other growing chronic stressors, including school and other mass shootings. A Pew Research study recently found that nearly 60 percent of students report fearing that their school will be the next target in the endless line of school shootings. Kids as young as six regularly participate in active-shooter drills against potential armed intruders.

				At the same time, this generation faces the real-time consequences of climate change like no other generation before it. Our children are growing up in communities that are flooding or being hit by record-breaking numbers of mud slides and hurricanes, suffering unprecedented heat and droughts, or burning down amid wildfires. Or they’re witnessing these events 24/7 on media platforms. They’re also watching external forces divide communities and generate growing political discord and rage and witnessing horrific racial injustices, including violence against Black and Asian American people, police misconduct, and massive refugee crises occurring all over the globe. Add to this the fact that 17 million children in the United States go to bed hungry and that 2.5 million children don’t have a bed to call their own. It’s no wonder Columbia University professors now teach a course called The History of the End of the World.

				These kinds of life-or-death stressors would normally be shouldered, and dealt with, by the adults in their lives. Only, the adults haven’t done a very good job at coming together to address them. Kids don’t feel safe because they know they aren’t safe. They are facing an array of existential threats for which we, the adults, have offered no good solutions. Despite being scared about what kind of future they can hope to have, children are also expected to achieve more, earlier, in academic settings; contemplate the college process while they are still practically kids; and discern their identity often while growing up with hovering, overinvolved parents or overstretched parents working multiple jobs. And they grapple with all this while knowing that not too far along in their future, they will have to tackle looming career and economic uncertainty for themselves.

				

				—

				When we consider the array of adversities today’s children face, it might seem that certain types of chronic toxic stress are more potent than others. But this turns out to be mostly not true—all forms of chronic adversity can affect a child’s brain and biology. Neuroscientists at the University of Colorado have demonstrated that the nervous system can respond to emotional stress “as if it were cellular damage.” Emotional and biological stressors work along the same brain pathways, leading to the release of inflammatory factors that, if left unchecked, slowly begin to affect lifelong health. But emotional adversity becomes traumatic only if a child experiences that stressor as being in some way harmful to them or threatening to their psychological or physical safety in the world.

				This concept can be difficult to wrap our minds around because we’ve been taught to think of our mental health as being separate from our physical health. But our well-being is created first and foremost (including from our earliest stages of life) from our ongoing, felt sense of safety. It is not “I think, therefore I am.” Really, it is “I think and feel, and therefore I am.”

				A child’s brain and body are always receiving and interpreting cues from their environment. From the moment you begin life in your mother’s womb and throughout your childhood and teenage years, your brain is a meaning-making machine. It is always engaged in a complicated interactive dance with every nuance of your environment. All your senses—smell, touch, taste, sight, hearing—send your brain messages about whether you are safe or not safe. It is your brain’s number one job to constantly be on the lookout for, assess, and prep you and your body for new incoming threats. At the same time, your brain is always chatting with your body’s immune system in a 24/7 conversation, deciding whether subtle messages you’re receiving from the world around you signal imminent danger.

				Toward this end and throughout childhood, the body and brain begin storing away stressful or traumatic experiences—in effect, making note of them for future reference. And in this brain-environment dance, chronic stress in childhood and the teenage years acts as a kind of master instructor, if you will, training the nervous system, immune system, and brain in ways that lay the foundation for how your brain and body will respond to stressful experiences for the rest of your life. This is why an ACE score of two or higher is considered significant in terms of influencing a child’s future physical and mental well-being.[*4]

			

			
				The Gender Divide

				When we turn to neuroscientists who are investigating why escalating levels of stress are affecting girls’ health in such distinct and harmful ways, we learn that much of the answer lies in new understandings of what happens when girls approach puberty and of how the developing brain makes sense of toxic stressors. Indeed, it is during puberty that, for females, a history of chronic personal and environmental stressors begins to manifest in psychological costs.

				To begin with, this is largely thanks to the influx of sex hormones—namely, estrogen. In the right circumstances, estrogen can be enormously protective, but in the face of too many accumulating stressors, it can amplify the effects of stress on the developing female brain. This, in turn, can switch on genes associated with the later development of mental health disorders.

				One of the biggest ideas here, however, is this: Our evolutionary biology (the way our bodies and brains evolved since the time we were hunter-gatherers) has a great deal to do with these differences in how modern stressors affect female teen health. The reason that experiencing chronic, toxic stress while growing up female becomes so problematic is rooted in our evolutionary history, when traumatic experiences could mean death—much more often than they do in modern life. Day in and day out, deeply biological evolutionary responses are being triggered by the all-too-modern conditions of being a teenage girl in a world flooded with a growing array of potent challenges, many of which are novel to our times. These, in turn, stack up on top of the traditional hurdles young humans have always faced as they come of age and the unique adversities a child may face in her home life.

				At its crux, this is a story about the legacy of our evolution as humans and how we were shaped by real, mortal dangers. The dangers of today manifest in different ways, but they nevertheless have a powerful effect, putting girls especially at risk. Simply stated, our brains, our hormones, are mired in our evolutionary past.

				
					Day in and day out, deeply biological evolutionary responses are being triggered by the all-too-modern conditions of being a teenage girl in a world flooded with a growing array of potent challenges, many of which are novel to our times.

				
				Finally, and most important, there is a great deal about the experience of growing up female today that is deeply detrimental to girls, and this new toxicity, made ubiquitous and worsened by the advent of social media (which we will explore in depth in chapter 2), is contributing to the way girls are suffering mental health crises in alarming numbers.

				Struggling as a female adolescent is nothing new, of course. Great novels, from Little Women to A Tree Grows in Brooklyn, recount the angst-filled quest to find one’s identity during these years of life. And the question of why girls show significantly higher rates of anxiety and depression in adolescence is a long-standing one. For decades, psychologists have sought to untangle what does and does not contribute to the healthy development of the inner lives of girls. In 1994, psychologist Mary Pipher, Ph.D., first published her classic book on raising girls, Reviving Ophelia, the title of which refers to a teenage character in Shakespeare’s Hamlet who despairs over her love for Hamlet and familial expectations; she ultimately drowns herself. And yet, since Pipher’s clarion call to protect and nurture the inner selves of adolescent girls a quarter century ago, and many large-scale efforts to address this concerning trend, our national epidemic of female adolescent depression and anxiety has only continued to increase. Moreover, today’s generation of girls is clearly in a particular kind of pain that is qualitatively and quantitatively different from that of previous generations.

				Children across every society and era have faced adversity, but there are factors that make our times particularly and insidiously destructive. For parents raising children in times of historical trauma, like war, a child’s need for a safe haven might seem clear. For those of us raising daughters today, though, it can be difficult to know whether and when a girl’s experiences might derail her mental health. Times have changed. The problems girls face now are entirely different from those of the past, and we need to change our techniques and approaches to raising strong girls if we are to help them flourish and thrive.

				Today, science tells us why we have not yet succeeded in “reviving Ophelia.” Myriad toxic, societal, and environmental stressors, taken in combination, have become neurobiologically detrimental to a generation of young women as they move through puberty and into adulthood. Our modern adolescent female crisis in well-being is not just a psychological phenomenon; it is a biological one.

			

		

		
			Skip Notes

			
				*1 For the purposes of this book, I focus on biological differences between what are called cisgender women and cisgender men (i.e., those who identify with the gender assigned to them at birth), though, throughout the book, I use the simpler biological sex differences. When I use the term sex, I refer, as biologists do, to genetic and hormonal differences between cisgender females and males. When I use the term gender, I refer to the common roles that have been ascribed to people living as female or male in our society, also known as gender roles, which impact an individual’s concept of themselves. I use the terms girl, woman, and female (along with the corresponding male terms) to refer both to sex differences and to gender roles, often interchangeably. However, this should not be construed to imply that sex and gender roles cannot shift, be fluid, or change for individuals, or to invalidate the gender identity or lived experience of transgender and nonbinary people, which I respect and recognize. Research on biological differences between cisgender men and cisgender women is itself a growing and important area of study, and I hope this research becomes more inclusive of transgender and nonbinary individuals and how they fit into this framework.

			

			
				*2 In 2022 terms, that would apply to young women ages twenty-eight and younger.

			

			
				*3 For decades, lab research used male animals almost exclusively in experiments involving the brain. Preclinical research in neuroscience begins in animal studies. Later, findings are extrapolated to and explored in human clinical trials. In 2016, the National Institutes of Health asked that sex differences be factored into the research design and reporting of animal studies. Prior to that, regardless of what aspect of mental health was being studied under the microscope (how stress affects the brain; how the brain changes in depression, anxiety, or PTSD; or the way in which the brain and immune system interface in mental health disorders), the study of female biology was rarely included in animal studies or preclinical research. Thus, research findings and assumptions were skewed by the fact that they originated in male animal research models.

			

			
				*4 A word here on ACE scores. The original ACE questionnaire developed by Kaiser Permanente researcher Vincent Felitti, M.D., and CDC epidemiologist Robert Anda, M.D., published in 1998, asked adults about ten types of childhood experiences, such as physical or emotional abuse or neglect by a caregiver, sexual abuse, and other types of dysfunction in the home. But these ten adverse childhood experiences are not the only kinds children face. Millions of children experience discrimination, poverty, racism, sexism, and environmental and social stressors. Thus, when I refer to the ACE score in these pages, I’m referring to scores based on this original ACE questionnaire. However, community, environmental, and social stressors also deeply affect child and adult well-being in harmful ways.

			

		

	
		
		
			CHAPTER TWO

			Is This a Toxic Era for Girls?

			Yes, and It’s Worse than You Thought

			When Julia Abernathy turned eleven, she developed “really quickly,” her tomboy body shifting from “boyish lines into big curves.” Julia describes those preteen years as we walk around the college town where she’s finishing her sophomore year.

			“I was a very active kid, climbing trees, running around with my brother, making forts under the dining room table. Then—overnight—I had these boobs,” Julia says, her gravelly voice making her sound older than her twenty years. “To me, my boobs were like two fat bags growing on my chest. I wanted to ignore them and get on with living my life, but they were all anyone else saw. Everyone began treating me differently. My parents are great; they’ve helped me through really difficult years in ways that have made a huge difference. But looking back, [I see] they were learning as they went. They said things that were the opposite of what I needed to hear. My dad’s friends would be at our house and say stuff like, ‘Oh, Julia is so beautiful. My God, she looks like a grown woman already!’ They’d be staring at my body, and no one would step in to say, ‘Hey, cut it out. She’s eleven!’ Or my mom would joke, ‘My God, Julia turned sixteen overnight!’

			“I started wearing oversize button-down shirts to hide my body, so older guys wouldn’t stare at me,” Julia recalls. “I just wanted to climb trees and bake cakes, but so many of my memories of my preteen years are of me warding off passes from older guys who’d lean in close and give me these lingering stares or say things like ‘You have the greatest tits!’ Just walking down the street, past a construction site, even when I was with my family—guys would shout, ‘Here comes trouble!’ and ‘Better lock her up now!’ And I’d think, How am I trouble, exactly? It infuriated me and embarrassed me at the same time that it made me realize I wasn’t really safe if this was how men saw me from twenty feet away.”

			Julia turned twelve in 2013, in the midst of the smartphones-for-middle-schoolers boom. “I didn’t like Facebook and Insta and Snapchat, but you had to do it if you wanted friends,” she recalls. “Once, a friend posted a cleavage shot, so I posted a cleavage shot. I felt scummy right away. I remember saying to myself, You’re being an idiot right now, and I took it down. I tried to post upbeat photos and captions, to keep up appearances. It was a way to try to stay part of the in crowd. But the showcasing of everyone’s best, most beautiful self was very hurtful. So much of social media has to do with girls’ bodies…girls posing provocatively in group selfies at a party with the camera held at a certain angle so they look skinnier, etcetera, etcetera.” Julia groans audibly with the twenty-twenty vision of one now eight years older. “Social media is like open season for evaluating girls’ body shapes—our skin, our faces, our hair. By the time you are ten or eleven, you catch on that the more a girl is on social media, and the more she postures herself to appear grown up and sexually developed, the more social power she holds. I was already a very insecure teen. On the one hand, I’d feel like I had to ante up; but on the other hand, I felt this rage, like, I don’t want to be part of this, this is so completely fake and wrong and competitive and not who I want to be.”

			An arc of spraying water from a lawn sprinkler catches us unaware as we walk along the street; the light shower rains in quicksilver droplets, here and then gone. Julia laughs as we step quickly out of it, and for a moment, in her smile, I see the open face of the eleven-year-old she once was.

			By age thirteen, she had learned to live with the nonstop litany of “Oh, Julia has big tits!” and “Julia is really hot!” as she walked down her school’s hallways. As high school began, “even though I felt I was really smart, I didn’t have the chance to be seen as smart, because of all of these other things that were happening. I was categorized as being ‘into boys’ when, really, boys were into me—and not even me, but my body.” One day that year, she recalls, “this senior boy stuck his tongue down my throat and put his hand up my shirt during lunch. A teacher saw us and just told us to go to class. I didn’t feel seen by anyone. I started to feel, Well, if a guy doesn’t want to leer over me, am I worth anything? Like, Okay, if I’m being seen as this sexual object, and no one sees me as one of the smart kids, then all I am is this object. I didn’t get a chance to choose my own way of being feminine—that was chosen by people and events around me. That shaped how I saw myself and my place in the world for a long time.

			“My school was just your average public school, so we had to do a lot of extra things if we wanted to get into a good college,” Julia goes on. “My grades had fallen. So I had to work harder—retaking and retaking the SATs, bringing up grades, landing internships. I was completely stressed out all the time. I started to want to stay home from school.” At school, she says, it was like the collegiate Hunger Games: one hundred kids competing for the same slots at name schools. Parents rushed their kids from club meetings to team sports to tutoring. “Nothing felt real or authentic to me anymore.

			“I didn’t like myself as a person, and I thought, Okay, fine. I’m going to have sex with older guys; maybe they will understand me. If this is how everyone sees me, why not lean into it?” Maybe, Julia thought, hooking up with older guys would offer her that “sense of freedom I was missing.” That, she says, “turned out to be a huge mistake. I felt so alone and angry. A part of me was, on one hand, secretly enraged by the injustices of being female—how we as females are hypersexualized and dismissed, from being discounted by teachers, to constant mansplaining from boys and men, to the fact that a woman can’t win as president.” But, at the same time, “I also felt like I was powerless to do anything about any of it, including in my own life. Leaning into being seen as sexually powerful seemed like the only road to my freedom.” That initial hope to find freedom by dating older guys didn’t linger long. “That year, I’d find myself sobbing uncontrollably at school or at home, or I’d just shut down and go completely quiet and act as if everything was fine,” she recalls. “A part of me was just hoping someone would notice: ‘Hey, something is going on with Julia.’ All I could think about was how much I hated myself. I started having panic attacks. My heart would start racing, and I’d get very lightheaded and pass out. Occasionally, I would hear a voice that wasn’t there, telling me how stupid I was. I started to feel like I wanted to die.”

			When she was fifteen, she began cutting herself. “My parents found out I was cutting. They were upset, and looking back, I don’t blame them at all. But at the time, I didn’t understand I needed help, so my parents’ efforts turned into a game of cat and mouse. I’d try to find ways to escape from under their control, and they’d respond by intruding into my life more. They put software on my phone and my computer. So I bought a second phone off another kid and used it secretly. I didn’t want to talk to my parents—though, in retrospect, I realize I did want to talk to them but didn’t feel I could. I never went to my mom to ask her advice, unless things got out of control. One older guy threatened to leak nudes of me, so I went to my mom, and she called the police. Now that I’ve had years of therapy, combined with the other work I’ve done to get to the good place where I am now—not to mention the efforts others ended up making on my behalf—I realize, looking back, that I wanted to be left alone because I wanted to die. I didn’t want to have to think about my mom and dad or how
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