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Introduction

I can’t remember exactly when the insomnia started, but it was not long after my kids stopped yelling for me in the middle of the night. I remember feeling such relief at the possibility of finally, again, enjoying restful slumber, only to discover that my brain had other plans. At least once a week, something would rouse me at an ungodly hour—my house creaking, my dog snoring, my bladder protesting—and suddenly I was wide awake, mind buzzing, thinking about all the scary things going on in the world. Eventually, my thoughts veered to worrying about my kids. Was I letting them watch too much YouTube? Were they resilient enough? How could I turn them into critical thinkers? Would they, too, battle anxiety in the middle of the night?

Lying in bed, I tried all the remedies: deep breathing, counting sheep, body scans, CBD tinctures. Sometimes I resorted to Xanax. Usually, after an hour or two, I could fall back asleep. But I knew the scene would repeat itself soon enough, like a dystopian version of Groundhog Day.

There have been tough times all throughout history, of course, but it feels to me—and I’m sure I’m not alone in this—that many issues and threats our children will have to manage weren’t nearly so bad for us. They will have to contend with worsening political polarization, disinformation, climate change, gun violence, radicalization, and economic inequality, to name but a few.

Whenever I’m panicking, I ask myself if there’s anything I can do to feel more in control. Often, the answer is research. So, fueled in large part by the fears I have on behalf of my kids, I dove deep into data and scientific studies to try to find out if there were things I could do as a parent to help prepare them—and I was relieved to discover that the answer was yes. This book is a guide to all the strategies I uncovered: a handbook for raising kids who will be able to navigate the unique set of challenges they will face in this complex world.

Our Kids Are Struggling

Even if you don’t lie awake at night worrying about your kids like I do, data shows that Gen Z and Gen Alpha are suffering right now in ways their elders did not. According to the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC), suicide attempts among youth have increased over the past decade, with more than one in five teens—and nearly one in three teen girls—reporting that they have seriously considered attempting suicide. Deaths due to drug overdoses among adolescents more than doubled between 2019 and 2023.

Anxiety rates and sleep deprivation among youth have been on the rise, too, with fewer than one-quarter of adolescents meeting recommended sleep guidelines. Perhaps as a result, many kids today don’t feel like they can handle the obstacles life throws at them. In a large 2023 survey conducted by the Boys and Girls Clubs of America, nearly 70 percent of youth said it was either “sort of” or “very” true that when something important goes wrong in their life, they can’t stop worrying about it and they try to keep other people from finding out. As US Surgeon General Vivek H. Murthy recently wrote, “The challenges today’s generation of young people face are unprecedented and uniquely hard to navigate. And the effect these challenges have had on their mental health is devastating.”

Of course, not every kid is struggling—and some of the observed rise in youth mental health problems may not reflect true increases, but rather the fact that a higher proportion of kids and teens today are being screened and diagnosed (and, hopefully, treated) for mental health issues now than in the past. Still, I hear from hundreds of parents weekly as they engage with my Substack newsletter, and they are concerned, if not downright terrified. We all want to know the same thing: How can we help our kids?

To that end, many of us are desperately trying to chip away at the world’s problems before our kids grow up. We vote, volunteer, attend marches and rallies, give money to charity, install solar-energy panels, and call our representatives. Some research suggests that contemporary motherhood causes women to become more politically active and left-leaning; I’ve felt this change in myself, in large part because I want to make the world better for my kids. As one mother put it to me, choosing to become a parent is a decision parents make on behalf of their children—our kids have no say, after all, in whether they are born—so it can feel like our responsibility to make sure we are not bringing them into a world that isn’t worth living in. We do everything in our power to make things better, and we are making a difference. I firmly believe that.

Dealing with “a World Full of Assholes”

That said, we’re not going to be able to solve all the difficult problems of the world before our children grow up. And we know that some things may keep getting worse before they get better—including how we, as a society, treat each other. When author Ryan Holiday interviewed me for his podcast The Daily Stoic about my book How to Raise Kids Who Aren’t Assholes, he essentially said: Not raising assholes is important, but how are our kids going to deal with a world full of assholes? How do we raise our children to deal with them and all the terrible things they do? Throughout their lives, not only will our kids have to manage all sorts of problems but they’ll also have to cope with all sorts of people. What can we do to set them up to succeed?

Hello, Cruel World! contains my answers to those questions. We can be activists in our parenting by preparing our children for the seemingly impossible world they are going to inherit—so that they can not only handle it but change it for the better. We can teach them the skills they will need to take care of themselves, fight for what they believe in, manage uncertainty, build healthy relationships, and bridge divides. We can help them think of themselves as part of a larger whole. We can show them how to set boundaries, care for others, and take responsibility for their actions.

Over the past several decades, researchers in many fields—psychology, sociology, education, information and media literacy, communications, adolescent mental health, and addiction, among others—have been studying how various skills and strengths develop in children and teens and what parents, teachers, and other adults can do to foster them. To uncover their hidden gems, I read thousands of studies, interviewed hundreds of researchers and therapists, and traveled to several locales to observe promising research-based interventions so that I could share with you some of the key things parents can do to raise kids who can handle what life throws at them.

I know, I know; the last thing we all need is more work to do. “I get overwhelmed when I begin listing out all of the things I’m responsible for teaching,” one mother lamented in a recent discussion thread in my newsletter. “Wow, it’s a lot.” But here’s some good news: Many of the parenting strategies I uncovered in my reporting are relatively easy to implement and free—yes, some require a time investment, but many simply involve being intentional about our choices and the kinds of conversations we have with our kids. Some strategies actually involve stepping back—not giving our kids everything they want and granting them more responsibility and independence, which can decrease our workload rather than increase it. Many of the strategies can also, over time, help kids become more generous, helpful, and resilient—which, I daresay, could make parenting a much more enjoyable experience, too.

I organized the key skills our children need today into three categories, which form the three sections of this book. In part I, “Cope,” I explore the science of teaching kids how to take care of themselves and manage uncertainty and challenges. I discuss the best ways to protect children’s mental health and prevent substance use and addiction. I dig into the science of fostering healthy resilience, including why and how our parental instincts sometimes undermine it rather than strengthen it. This section also includes a science-based exploration of how to help kids learn to treat themselves with compassion. And I explore the value of helping kids set careful boundaries so they can find balance in our ever-intensifying grind culture.

In part II, “Connect,” I discuss how to help kids connect with those around them in ways that can bring society together rather than further drive it apart. In this section, I dive deep into the science of building strong relationships, exploring why kids often struggle to cultivate authentic connections and what can be done about it. I talk about the emerging science on the development of polarization and what we can do to ensure that our kids approach the world with curiosity and inclusiveness rather than judgment and fear. I also share the latest research-backed approaches for building empathy and compassion.

Finally, in part III, “Cultivate,” I dig into the science of teaching kids how to engage with the world around them in ways that will keep them safe and healthy and cultivate a better tomorrow. I explore what we can do as parents to instill financial literacy as well as an understanding of the causes of inequalities and what could be done to address them. I discuss the latest science on social media and technology and how we can help kids understand and manage it. And I explore the research on helping kids think critically and accurately evaluate the information they come across, including where it comes from and whom it serves.

You can use this book however you like. There’s no need to read it from start to finish; if there’s a particular skill on your mind, or one your child struggles with, feel free to jump straight to the relevant chapter. I’ve included approaches that can work with kids of a variety of ages, from preschool through the teen years. You’ll notice, too, that there is some overlap, in that the same strategies occasionally appear in multiple places. Although this might make for a little redundancy, I find it reassuring: It means that, according to the research, some parenting approaches strengthen numerous skills.

There’s No Magic Bullet—and That’s a Good Thing

To be clear, there is no one-size-fits-all approach for raising kids who can handle the complexities of the world today. What helps one child may not help another. Research can give us only averages—information about what helps or hinders groups of kids, and often there’s lots of variation within them. So as I share the research and its implications, I implore you to take the advice that feels like it will be a good fit and leave the rest. If you try something and it doesn’t work, it’s not a sign that you’ve done something wrong or that there’s something wrong with your kid. It just means that your child is not average—and that probably comes as no surprise.

The research on parenting has historically suffered from a number of limitations that could make its conclusions less useful for some families, too. Much of the literature has included only families from Western, educated, industrialized, rich, and democratic countries (the acronym for which is “WEIRD,” which fits because most of the world does not fit into these categories!). This means that results from many studies may not be as helpful for children growing up in other cultures.

Another big problem is that the vast majority of studies involving parents and kids have included mothers but not fathers. To be fair, this is not entirely scientists’ fault—fathers are less likely than mothers to volunteer for parenting research unless researchers specify that they want only dads, which few do. This could mean that some science-based strategies could work better for mothers than for fathers. We just don’t know.

None of this means that the research on parenting is useless—it just means that, like anything else, it’s not perfect. Despite its flaws, science is still the best tool we have for whittling away at the truth and helping us understand the kinds of strategies that are useful for most parents and kids. This literature can also help us separate the good parenting advice from the bad. And if you want to read more about any of the science or statistics I’ve cited, there’s an extensive notes section at the end of the book that includes more than three hundred citations.

Yet the goal isn’t—and should never be—perfection. I’ll admit: I have mixed feelings about parenting advice, which is ironic given that this book is full of it. That’s because advice inadvertently implies that there is one “right” way to parent, that every parent-child interaction should be optimized, and that parenting mistakes are to be avoided.

None of these things are true. There are many wonderful ways to parent, and there are countless constructive ways to engage with kids on any particular topic or in any particular situation. I also believe that, as parents, we don’t have to (and even shouldn’t) put our children first all the time, and that it can be helpful when we mess up.

I know this might be hard to believe. Over the past few decades, middle- and upper-class parents have been putting more and more time, money, and effort into raising their kids. Experts have referred to this trend in different ways, but one term that has stuck is “intensive parenting.” It’s been spreading to other socioeconomic classes, too: In a 2019 study, sociologist Patrick Ishizuka, then at Cornell University, surveyed a nationally representative sample of more than 3,600 US parents. Whereas working-class parents used to adopt a more hands-off approach with their kids, emphasizing safety but allowing for independence, his survey found that parents of all social classes now believe that intensive, child-centered parenting is the best way to raise kids.

There’s nothing wrong with being a thoughtful, supportive, and conscientious parent. But there’s a difference between focusing on the big picture and obsessing over the details. This book is focused on the big picture—what the research tells us about the types of conversations we should ideally have with our kids, the frameworks we might want to consider using, the values and priorities we may want to emphasize. But there is plenty of wiggle room. And that’s important, because no two kids are the same, no two parents are the same, and no two families are the same.

It’s also crucial that we give ourselves grace. One thing that’s become increasingly clear from the science is that when we put too much pressure on ourselves, we (and our kids) can suffer. In a recent study, researchers conducted in-depth interviews with mothers who were experiencing parental burnout and concluded that “the fear of not being a good enough mother is central to the experience.” If we believe that every interaction with our kids has to be just so, we are more likely to feel inadequate, burned-out, and exhausted. We are then less likely to make thoughtful parenting decisions. We may also increase the chance that our kids will veer toward perfectionism and feelings of inadequacy themselves.

One day, while driving my kids to day camp, I asked them: Do you think it’s useful for you when you see me mess up?

My then eleven-year-old practically yelled in response: YES! Oh yes, Mom, it’s so helpful. He said it’s powerful to know that everyone, including grown-ups, makes mistakes.

My then seven-year-old daughter added that when I apologize after making a mistake—such as if I yell at her when I probably shouldn’t have—it makes her feel much better.

When we make mistakes, we show our kids that failure and struggle is not a sign of ineptitude. It’s a sign we are human. We all fail; we all make bad choices; we all forget things; we all react in less-than-constructive ways because our feelings get the best of us. This is important for kids to know. Plus, these errors are opportunities for problem-solving and learning. When I screw up—and believe me, it’s often—I try to explain to my kids what the experience has taught me, and how, maybe, I can avoid it next time. Mistakes give us chances to model accountability, too. Few things are as powerful to kids as their parents’ heartfelt apologies.

This book, then, isn’t about precision or perfection—if anything, it’s about the opposite. I think of it as a research-based guide to help parents center big-picture parenting goals and strategies, which sometimes get overshadowed by the chaos of day-to-day life and our immediate worries. Ultimately, I suspect that we all want the same things for our kids: that they grow into resilient, healthy, compassionate, and wise human beings. I have been so grateful to discover through my reporting that many of these gigantic, seemingly impossible goals are, in fact, within reach. My hope is that this book will help you raise kids who will not just survive but thrive in this challenging world—and, hopefully, transform it into a more welcoming, more wonderful place.
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“I Hate Myself!”

Fostering Self-Compassion

Recently, a good friend told me a story involving her nine-year-old daughter, Charlie. One evening, my friend heard Charlie chiding herself over and over again: “I’m the worst human. I hate myself. I’m terrible!”

My friend—who also happens to be a fantastic child psychologist—listened, empathized, mirrored Charlie’s words, and snuggled with her. In other words, she tried to do everything “right.” In response, Charlie started crying even harder. “And now you’re being so nice to me!” she wailed. “That makes it even worse!”

It can be both heartbreaking and infuriating to hear children berate themselves. Sometimes, the things they say are patently ridiculous. My daughter will sometimes do something totally innocuous and age-appropriate, like spill orange juice on her shirt, and then start sobbing and declaring that she’s the absolute worst person in the world. With these kinds of oversize reactions, I worry how she’ll treat herself when she faces bigger challenges or makes more meaningful mistakes.

As it turns out, self-compassion might be one of the most important, if not the most important, skills we can instill in our children. Because the fact is, life is not going to be easy for most of our kids. What will determine how challenges and hiccups affect them is, in large part, their self-compassion—or lack thereof. It’s “one of the biggest gifts you can give your child,” said Kristin Neff, a psychologist at the University of Texas at Austin and the author of the book Self-Compassion.

If you’re skeptical, I get it—there are lots of common misconceptions about self-compassion that might be lurking in your head, some of which I’ll address shortly. But suffice it to say that if you were thinking about skipping this chapter, please reconsider.

Why Self-Compassion Matters

First, let me define self-compassion, because it’s often misunderstood. According to Neff, self-compassion is, quite simply, compassion directed inward. It involves being aware of and touched by our own suffering, regardless of whether that suffering is caused by our own mistakes or things outside our control. It involves being supportive to ourselves in our toughest moments and not judging ourselves too harshly.

As you probably already know if you’ve ever done something dumb, it can be really hard to practice self-compassion in the moment. It’s a lot easier to think Oh my god, I’m such an idiot! than to treat yourself with kindness. Ask me about the time I dented my brand-new car thirty-six hours after driving it off the lot. I definitely did not offer myself a hug or tell myself that everybody makes mistakes. I’m pretty sure I called myself a total asshole.

Here’s what self-compassion is not: It is not self-pity. It is not self-indulgence. It is not absolving yourself of blame or refusing to take responsibility. It doesn’t cause people to become lazy and self-indulgent and do nothing but sit on the couch and eat chocolate. If anything, self-compassion achieves the opposite: It helps us accept that we are imperfect, yes, but also makes us more willing to work to grow and do better. (For the record, though, sitting on the couch and eating chocolate is perfectly fine, and I think we should all do it more often.)

Self-compassion is linked with many broad benefits.

Self-compassion is an incredibly helpful skill, though some of its benefits might, at first, seem surprising. Most of the research on the topic has been conducted among adults, but over the past fifteen years, researchers have started digging into how self-compassion affects kids and teens. And pretty much every study that’s been done suggests that self-compassion is powerful.

Studies have found that self-compassionate adolescents are, for instance, more resilient—they can bounce back more quickly and easily in the face of challenges and they are not as harshly affected by stress as other kids are. Self-compassionate kids are also less likely to have symptoms of anxiety and depression than other kids and have greater psychological well-being overall.

If we teach kids self-compassion and they can bring these skills with them into adulthood, they reap even more benefits. Adults high in self-compassion better handle bad experiences and are generally less anxious, depressed, stressed, and suicidal than other adults are. They are less perfectionistic and have more intrinsic motivation. Self-compassionate adults tend to exercise more, are more likely to seek medical care when they need it, have safer sex and healthier romantic relationships, and have overall better physical health. Sounds pretty good, right?

Some research has linked self-compassion to compassion for others, too, suggesting that when we treat ourselves well, we can treat other people well, too. It makes sense: “If your own emotional needs are being met, then you’re more willing, or you’re more able, to give to others and be there for others,” said mindfulness and self-compassion teacher Karen Bluth, a fellow with the Frank Porter Graham Child Development Institute at the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill.

Some researchers even go so far as to argue that we as parents can make the planet a better place by helping our kids learn self-compassion. “To the degree we can help more children be kind and loving to themselves, I think it could totally change the world,” said Wendy O’Leary, a certified mindfulness meditation teacher and parent educator based in Massachusetts. “It’s what gives me hope in the midst of the chaos that we see around us.”

If self-compassion is that powerful, why is it so damned hard to master?

I’ve long been befuddled as to why self-compassion is so hard when it’s clearly so helpful—and why self-criticism, the opposite of self-compassion, is often our go-to choice instead. Why do we so frequently talk shit about ourselves—and why do our kids do it, too?

Researchers theorize that self-criticism has become part of the human condition because it’s been evolutionarily advantageous. Much as dogs instinctively know to lie down and show their bellies to more dominant dogs, we humans evolved a tendency to recognize, and sometimes loudly vocalize, our weaknesses so that those around us will like and accept us. “We’re trying to prevent the group members from either kicking us out, which evolutionarily would mean death, or harming us in some way,” Neff explained to me. Over evolutionary time, these tendencies likely served our ancestors well, helping them survive and pass the predilection for self-criticism on to their children, their grandchildren, and eventually to us and our kids. And now, here we are—raising kids who collapse into self-reproaching tears when we ask them if they’ve brushed their hair.

There may be other reasons why we lack self-compassion, too. Sometimes we say bad things about ourselves in front of our friends—I look so bad in this outfit!—so that they can contradict us and make us feel better. Also, if we regularly talk to ourselves in unkind ways, it may feel less hurtful—or at least, less surprising—when other people treat us poorly, too. In this way, self-criticism can be a twisted form of self-care, Neff explained. We do it because we’re trying to keep ourselves safe. So it makes sense that kids, who feel especially vulnerable, might lean into this tendency even more.

If we’re wired for self-criticism, is there any point in trying to swim against the tide? Thankfully, the research suggests that it is, indeed, possible to teach people—including our kids—how to be more self-compassionate. But first, let me explain what self-compassion requires.


THE KEY COMPONENTS OF SELF-COMPASSION



Over the years, Neff and her colleagues have identified three key components of self-compassion.


1. Noticing your feelings in the moment. This is often referred to as “mindfulness,” and I think of it as simply being aware of, and accepting of, our feelings. As Neff explained in her book, observing feelings requires turning our attention away from our circumstances and mistakes—which we often focus and ruminate on when we’re upset—and instead acknowledging that we’re having a hard time. It involves taking the time to turn attention inward and reflect on how we feel. Doing this helps us see our current situation more clearly and pulls us away from obsessive thoughts about our current predicament or the mistakes we think we’ve made.

2. Recognizing the shared human experience. The word “compassion” comes from the Latin for “suffering with,” so an essential part of self-compassion is recognizing that we are not alone in our struggles and that being a human means being flawed. It involves reminding ourselves that other people have made the same mistakes and have experienced the same pain and hardship. Often, when we berate ourselves, we feel the exact opposite: that we’re the only ones in the world who could be so stupid—but, of course, that’s never true. (Although I don’t know anyone else who has dented a new car within thirty-six hours, just saying.)

3. Treating yourself kindly. When you practice self-compassion, you treat yourself with gentle kindness and understanding in hard situations rather than beating yourself up. It’s hard, because often, when we make mistakes, we tell ourselves we don’t deserve to feel better. We can think about this part of self-compassion as being akin to “treating yourself as you would a friend.” If your friend spilled orange juice on their shirt, what would you say to them? Probably not “You’re the worst person in the world.” Maybe, instead, something like “Oh, shoot, that sucks. I hate it when accidents like this happen.” This part of self-compassion involves actively comforting ourselves and being touched by our own pain. It also requires asking ourselves what we need and how to address those needs. In other words: What can we do to make ourselves feel better?



Teaching Self-Compassion to Our Kids

To help our kids practice self-compassion in tough moments, we have to help them tap into these key components. Here’s how to do that.

1. Practice self-compassion yourself.

In my interviews with self-compassion experts, they emphasized one point over everything else: You can’t nurture self-compassion in your children if you don’t practice it yourself. “Modeling self-compassion is a really important way—probably the most important way—for parents to instill self-compassion practices in their kids,” Bluth said. Kids can learn more from what we do than from what we say. So even if you tell your kids to treat themselves kindly, the message probably won’t sink in if you call yourself a jerk every time you burn dinner.

To get better at self-compassion, you’ll need to internalize and actively practice its three components—noticing your emotions, tapping into a sense of shared humanity, and treating yourself kindly. In her wonderful book You Are Not a Sh*tty Parent, clinical social worker Carla Naumburg recommended another step, too: staying curious. Curiosity is the antidote to judgment, she wrote, so when we struggle, it can be helpful to come at the situation with curiosity—to try to understand why things are so hard and why things happened the way they did.

If I’m upset that I burned dinner, and I try to get curious about why it happened, I might realize that while I was sautéing the chicken, my kid was asking me to help him with his homework. Then my dog started chewing on my shoe and I had to wrestle it out of his mouth and—oh, right, I also only got four hours of sleep the night before. I realize that it’s no wonder the chicken got charred—and perhaps I should feel grateful that I didn’t burn the house down, too. Suddenly, I feel a lot less angry at myself.

Another concept that’s worth keeping in mind is that imperfect parenting can be more valuable to children than “perfect” parenting is (not that there really is such a thing). In 1953, pediatrician Donald Winnicott proposed the concept of the “good enough mother,” arguing that it’s good for kids when mothers (ahem, but let’s expand this to all caregivers, shall we?) are imperfect and, at times, inattentive—because imperfect parents help children learn to manage frustration and problem-solve. Put another way, every time I burn dinner, I’m actually building my kids’ tolerance for displeasure and discomfort. So there.

It’s especially important to practice self-compassion when our kids push our buttons. You probably won’t be able to support your toddler during their third grocery store meltdown if you haven’t first taken a second to recognize that the situation is difficult for you, too. Self-compassion provides comfort and calmness, which is exactly what we need when our children start throwing cereal boxes in aisle three.

Still, there’s a difference between knowing how to practice self-compassion and actually doing it. It may take more than just reading this chapter to maintain a regular practice. If it’s a struggle for you, consider taking an online self-compassion workshop; the Center for Mindful Self-Compassion, which was cofounded by Neff and clinical psychologist Christopher Germer, offers regular classes (centerformsc.org). Becoming better at self-compassion will not only likely help you in myriad ways, but it will help you help your kids, too.

“You can’t really teach it to your kids,” Neff said, “unless you know from the inside what it’s like.”

2. Help your child notice, recognize, and label feelings.

Self-compassion is defined as the ability to treat yourself kindly when you are suffering. So in order for kids to practice it, “they need to be aware of what they’re feeling when they’re feeling it,” Bluth said.

At first this may sound silly. Don’t all people—even little kids—notice their feelings? To some degree, yes. But often, kids feel their feelings without noticing them. They aren’t able to create the space needed to step out of their emotional state and think I am feeling frustrated right now. Yet we know from the research on self-compassion that the ability to notice our feelings, and to distinguish between them, is critical. Research suggests that many adults lack the ability to identify their own distinct emotions—so this is a skill that we should help our kids start building in childhood.

Thankfully, it’s not that hard. The key is to be thoughtful about how we respond to our kids’ emotions and how we talk about emotions in general.

First, when kids have big feelings, it’s helpful to acknowledge, label, and validate them aloud. “Name the emotion for your child so that they learn how to name it for themselves,” said Christopher Willard, a psychologist and self-compassion expert who teaches at Harvard Medical School. You might say something like I sense that you’re feeling embarrassed right now. Try to be granular with your labels to help your kids learn words for the many feelings that aren’t always talked about, such as hopelessness, remorse, disgust, alarm, dread, boredom, and annoyance. (If your kids are anything like mine, as they learn more and more emotion words, they’ll start correcting you: No, Mom, what I’m actually feeling right now is despair.

Ask your kids what they’re feeling in their bodies, too, so they can start to link body sensations with emotions. O’Leary explained to me that kids are often much better than adults at doing this—they might notice that every time they are sad, they feel an aching in their chest—so getting them to pay more attention to these relationships can help them recognize what they’re feeling in tough moments. They might notice Oh, my chest hurts, and then realize Okay, I must be feeling sad. This practice doesn’t just teach them about emotions; it can also make struggling kids feel better. Research suggests that when you name the emotion you are feeling, the emotion immediately becomes less intense.

To this end, one helpful exercise for older kids and teens (and adults!) is the body scan, which involves using your body to tune in to your emotions. Have your child sit down in a comfortable place, close their eyes, and breathe slowly. Then have them focus on a particular body part—start with the top of the head and move down—and notice any sensations they feel at each spot. Have them slowly move their scan to other regions—the face, neck and shoulders, chest, abdomen, back, buttocks, legs, ankles, feet and toes. Encourage them to focus on sensations, such as heat or tightness, which are often associated with different emotions.

When my kids were younger, their dad and I used to play a “guess the emotion” game with them to increase their emotional granularity. Whenever we were at a restaurant and were waiting for our food—in my opinion, there are few things harder than keeping small, hungry children quiet and calm—we would go around the table one at a time. The first person would silently choose an emotion to act out in front of the others, and we would take turns guessing what feeling they were trying to embody. Then we’d move on to the next person and so on. Not only did the game introduce the kids to new feelings—I would shout out things like “elated!” and then explain what it meant when I saw my kids’ baffled looks—but it also taught them what different feelings look like in terms of facial expressions and body language.

One thing to keep in mind, though, is that kids sometimes have trouble recognizing and naming their own feelings until around the age of eight, when they develop what is known as metacognition, or an awareness of what they are thinking and feeling, said Jamie Lynn Tatera, a certified mindful self-compassion teacher and the creator of the Self-Compassion for Children and Caregivers program. In other words: The process of learning about emotions takes time. Still, we can help kids develop the foundations of this skill by labeling their emotions for them when they’re younger and helping them learn what different emotions look like.

As parents, we should also try to resist the desire to reassure our kids in ways that are invalidating. I don’t know about you, but when my kids are upset—and especially when they’re more upset than I think they should be—I tend to want to minimize their negative feelings by saying things like You’re okay! or It’s not that big of a deal. We do this for loving reasons—we don’t like to see our kids unhappy, and we think that reassuring them is the best way to make them feel better.

But when our kids struggle and we say things like this, we are essentially telling them that they’re wrong to feel the way they do, which can be dismissive and deflating—and make it more likely that they’ll either amp up their feelings to get more of a reaction out of us or beat themselves up for feeling the “wrong” thing. “We have to cultivate our ability to be with their discomfort, so that we can help them learn how to hold it and hold it with self-compassion,” O’Leary explained.

Plus, when we respond to our kids’ feelings dismissively, we encourage them to suppress or repress their emotions next time—and studies show that these emotional regulation strategies ultimately backfire, causing people to feel worse than they did before. A 2023 study found that when people habitually judge their negative emotions as bad or inappropriate, they are more likely to experience symptoms of anxiety or depression and to feel less satisfied with their lives compared with people who don’t make negative emotion judgments. I know it may seem counterintuitive, but giving your kids permission to experience the full landscape of emotions can make them more resilient and self-compassionate—not less.

3. Help your child understand that everyone hurts.

When kids and teens suffer, they may feel like they are the only ones in the world who’ve ever felt that way. That’s why one of the most common things parents hear from teens is You just don’t understand!

These feelings, unfortunately, make kids feel even more isolated and ashamed. So it’s useful to help them recognize that mistakes and pain are part of the human condition—that in their toughest moments, they are actually the opposite of alone, because pain is something that everyone experiences.

How can we do this? O’Leary said that after validating our kids’ feelings, we can say something like I can imagine anyone in that situation would be feeling pretty bad, or It makes sense that you feel this. People often feel that way when something like that happens. The idea is to zoom out and help your child see that what they’re feeling is normal and that others have felt that way, too.

Tone of voice and word choice matter a lot here, because it’s easy to sound dismissive when trying to communicate this concept to kids. If I snap at my daughter, I’m sorry you’re sad, but this happens to everyone, she’ll probably interpret my comment to mean that I think she’s overreacting. Using a softer, more empathetic voice, and replacing “but” with “and” can help: That sounds really hard. And I can imagine anyone in that situation would feel the same way.

We can build this sense of a shared common humanity in other moments, too. When we read books with our kids, or watch shows or movies with them, it can be a helpful exercise to press pause and say something like I get why this character is feeling hurt, or I can imagine she must feel quite angry right now. When we highlight others’ emotional experiences in front of our kids, we help them realize that everybody has tough moments.

Sharing details of your own struggles—and failings—can make a difference, too. Of course, you don’t want to burden your children or make them feel like they are responsible for your emotional well-being. But it is helpful for kids to learn that we screw up and have bad days, too. Tatera explained to me that when we make these kinds of admissions to our kids, they often feel less shame when they encounter similar problems.

4. Teach kids to treat themselves kindly and to recognize and respond to their needs.

In addition to validating our kids’ feelings and helping them feel less alone, we should also nurture the third component of self-compassion: helping our kids treat themselves lovingly.

At its core, this aspect
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