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Introduction

Many people spend their whole lives yearning for the loving, nurturing parents they never had. As a psychiatrist, I often feel sad when patients tearfully retell stories of what went wrong in their childhood and how deeply those moments still affect their lives. So many times I wish I could wave a magic wand, go back in time, and change those moments—before their impact becomes incorporated into who people are, how they see themselves, and how they relate to the world.

I would love this book to be your magic wand—a tool you can use to become the mother or father your children yearn for.

I love children. I always have. I babysat, was a camp counselor, was a substitute teacher, and I went to medical school to become a pediatrician or a child psychiatrist. But when I realized that healthy kids generally come from healthy parents, that’s when I found my calling.

If we pay more attention to the way we parent, we can save our children so much future pain. Think of how you would have been spared if your parents were more conscious and sensitive to your needs. That is my sole intention for writing this book, to inspire parents to be their best selves, so they can be the best parents possible. I believe in preventive medicine. This book is about preventive parenting. It is my deepest wish that, in writing this, I can help someone to have a more meaningful and loving relationship with their child.

I was never a fan of old-school parenting, when children were seen and not heard, punishment was swift and corporal, hitting was the norm, and fear and shame were ways of controlling kids’ behavior. Trust me, I hear stories daily of adults who were scared of their parents or fed a diet of shame. I can promise you that this is not the recipe for self-esteem.

Then this generation of children who felt neglected grew up and wanted to be more attentive than their parents had been. These new parents began to read books, go to lectures, and adopt new philosophies. Many were focused on how to foster self-esteem in their children.

I love that instinct. But, as in a game of telephone, how to actually do that got lost in translation.

Somehow children went from being seen and not heard to being the center of the universe. The whole family hierarchy collapsed, leaving children in charge, bossing their parents around. Somehow giving children self-esteem was construed to mean giving them a trophy for showing up, hovering over their every move, pouring on excessive praise, and never saying no, for fear of hurting their feelings.

In trying to constantly please our children and make them happy, we have done just the opposite. This pendulum swing has created a whole new breed of entitled, fragile kids.

The self-esteem movement backfired out of a giant misunderstanding of how real self-esteem is attained. Parents have focused too much on résumés over learning, competition over connection.

In this fast-paced culture, we have lost our perspective, our equilibrium, our internal peace. It is very difficult to offer something to our children that we ourselves don’t have. The pendulum has swung too far. Children went from being neglected to being hypermanaged, while kids’ real, deeper needs still remain unmet. Out of the best of intentions, we have left children too vulnerable to stress. Rates of anxiety, depression, drug use, and suicide in kids continue to rise. And I feel called to help.

Isn’t there a graceful place in the middle of these parenting extremes? A hybrid approach in which we thoughtfully reflect upon what we should keep from our parents’ methods, what we can learn from recent parenting trends, and what no longer serves us?

• For instance, parenting in the past was all about respecting parents; today it has become all about respecting children. How about we try mutual respect?

• Kids used to be scared of their parents; now parents are being emotionally bullied by their kids. How about setting loving limits, with you squarely at the helm?

• “You should be ashamed of yourself” was a common, damaging mantra; now we’re “good job”-ing our kids to death. Let’s give accurate, specific praise where it is due and delete shame from our vocabulary.

With all the activities we run kids to and from, and all the expectations we have of them and ourselves, family time is getting squeezed out. Parenting seems more like a profession than a relationship. But it is a relationship. A profoundly meaningful one. How we are treated as children informs much of our self-understanding. Childhood is the template for how kids learn to love and trust. It is a story that becomes deeply embedded in the fabric of our being. A strong bond with your parents builds emotional security, which allows you to be at home with yourself and to make your way in the world.

That’s why I wanted to write a book about building that bond. I could write solely from my own experience—as a mother, a psychiatrist, and a parenting group leader. But I wanted to cast a broader net that captured the untapped, collective wisdom of revered teachers, respected coaches, cherished parents, beloved pediatricians, insightful therapists—and kids themselves. If we look at the commonalities from all of these sources, we find a soulful and commonsense perspective that is much simpler than we try to make it.

This book is a collection of pooled wisdom. I’m offering you my parenting Rolodex—including the people I turn to for parental inspiration—because no one should have to do this alone. It’s too big a job. You’re not going to get it right every time. No one does. Even if you know the right thing to do, in the heat of the moment, it’s easy to react reflexively.

Sometimes we’re just brought to our knees by parenting. We care so much, love so deeply, and want so badly to get it right. So I offer you this parenting village, this tapestry of experience. Take what you want, whatever resonates with you, whatever supports you, and throw the rest away.

Interviews for this book were captured by pen and paper. I scribbled quickly as wisdom poured out of these wonderful people. I did not catch every word, nor did I fact-check their stories. I tried to capture the gist of what they shared. Many stories are presented intact. In most of the anecdotes, some identifying information has been changed. A few stories are composites that took place over days or years, and were sewn together to illustrate a point more gracefully, all in the service of giving you the clearest distillation of what people had to share. Some of these stories are my own, some are from my patients, some I read about, some I heard, and others I observed.

I have learned so much from writing this book. Topping the list would be that parenting is more about raising yourself than it is about raising your child. What a great gift our children give us, if we let them: the opportunity to grow ourselves. Only then can we give our children the parents we want to be.

When you parent from your highest self, you can be of the greatest service to your children.


CHAPTER ONE

Hate Me Now, Thank Me Later


I often ask mums of this generation, “If you got on a plane and saw a four-year-old pilot in the cockpit, how safe would you feel?”

You, not your kids, fly the plane.

—Idell Natterson, PhD, psychologist



If you want to learn about parenting, head to Starbucks. You don’t have to wait too long before you see a child melting down. Oh, and there he is: an adorable four-year-old boy with curly blond ringlets. Adorable, that is, until he opens his mouth to whine and negotiate for a cookie and chocolate milk, in spite of his mum’s repeated requests to pick one or the other.

Immediately the rest of us in line transform into the parent police, secretly hoping that the mum will hold her ground, but knowing deep down that she won’t. I feel as if I am rooting for the underdog in this power struggle, and her name is Mummy.

We grow more and more uncomfortable as the tantrum escalates. “I want both, you can’t make me pick one. You are a mean mummy!” Everyone in line rolls their eyes at each other, and, at this point, I have to control my instinct not to intervene. I get up to the counter to order my latte and the boy smiles at me victoriously, holding his cookie and chocolate milk. I smile back, thinking, I will see you on my couch in twenty years.

Why is this such a common scene in today’s parenting culture? Why is this generation of parents being emotionally bullied by their children? Kids are holding their parents hostage. Children used to be seen and not heard, but now they are the center of the universe. It is clear that the parenting pendulum has swung too far, and, in between these two extremes, we just might find a graceful new middle.

Parents today seem skittish about asserting their authority. I get it. These are the parents who vowed never to hit their kids as they had been hit and not to rule by an iron fist. Great instinct, but don’t you think that we have gotten a little carried away? The parental power structure has gotten off-kilter. Parents today seem afraid to assume their rightful position as captain of the ship. If there is no captain, the ship will not sail, or, worse, it will sink.

I often want to take out my prescription pad and write: “You have my permission to parent.”

Other physicians offer similar prescriptions.

“Parenting is an autocratic system, it is not a democracy. Children need to follow rules or else they become unruly.”

—Lee Stone, MD, pediatrician

“Kids want to feel as if someone is in charge, as if someone is protecting them. Don’t be afraid to assert what you think is right for your child. Don’t be afraid to be in charge.”

—Daphne Hirsh, MD, pediatrician

“Parenting is a benevolent dictatorship.”

—Robert Landaw, MD, pediatrician

“Don’t let the inmates run the asylum.”

—Ken Newman, MD, psychiatrist

Today too many little inmates are clearly running the show. The truth is, if you pander to your child’s worst behavior, that is exactly what you will get.

At a birthday party, a seven-year-old girl went up to the host and asked if there was going to be ice cream with the cake, and if there was chocolate chip. In a frenzy of party chaos, the host mum mumbled, “I think so.”

When it was time to sing “Happy Birthday to You,” Suzie began pestering the mum: “I want that ice cream,” she demanded. The host mum’s feathers were already ruffled; there was no “please,” no “excuse me.” She pulled out a tub of cookie dough ice cream and began to scoop it onto Suzie’s plate.

“That is not chocolate chip,” Suzie yelled, growing increasingly agitated. “You said that you had chocolate chip, and this is cookie dough. I don’t like cookie dough!”

The host mum calmly explained, “I am sorry, I made a mistake. I thought it was chocolate chip. You can either have that or a Popsicle.”

Of course, you know what came next. And it is not the fantasy we all were hoping for, the one in which Suzie’s mum calmly intervenes and says she understands that her child is disappointed, but that she has two choices of desserts, and the third choice is to leave the party if she can’t contain herself. All the parents at the party are secretly rooting for the “leave the party” option.

“I don’t want a Popsicle, and I don’t like the cookie dough pieces!” Suzie screamed.

All eyes turned to Suzie’s mum as she walked over to her daughter. The drama of the scene completely upstaged the birthday boy as the mother tried to cajole her child. She began with, “Oh sweetie, my love, angel, cookie dough is really good, do you want to try some?”

The child looked angry. Her mother continued, “You love Popsicles—how about an orange one?”

“No,” Suzie wailed. “I want chocolate chip!” All eyes went back to Suzie’s mum, our necks straining like spectators at a tennis match, hoping she could lob a winner.

Suzie’s mum shocked us all. Instead of calmly asserting her parental authority, she frantically started picking out the pieces of cookie dough and putting them in her mouth, attempting to be a human pacifier. I felt as if we were being punk’d. We waited and waited. But Ashton Kutcher never came.

It is not safe for a child to have that much power. Parents seem to be tap-dancing faster and faster to try to placate their children rather than setting clear limits and asserting their authority. When you find yourself constantly bribing and negotiating, you can be sure the power structure has run amok.

The bottom line is that kids with too much power feel unsafe. Children with too much influence often become anxious because they feel like they have to control their environment, and they really don’t know how. This stress triggers a cascade of toxic neurochemistry. Creating situations in which a child’s developing brain is consistently bathed in the stress hormone cortisol is not a wise parenting move.

I have treated my share of anxious adults. One patient described it perfectly: “I felt sleazy being able to so easily manipulate my parents as a kid. It felt unsafe.”

Parents today seem to have trouble tolerating their children’s unhappy emotions. You must be able to withstand your children’s disappointments and negative feelings without rushing in to fix them, or you unintentionally will be crippling your children. If you can’t handle their negative feelings, how will they learn to?

Your task as a parent is to help your child self-soothe. You need to help your child build an emotional immune system. A vaccine inserts a little bacteria or a virus into your bloodstream so that you can build the immunity to fight the big one when it comes along. Think of helping your children work through negative feelings, rather than trying to fix them, as providing an emotional vaccine. You are arming them with an emotional booster for the future.

Parents who never want their kids to be upset with them, and who avoid their children’s disappointment at all costs, are doing their kids a huge disservice. Good parenting can make you temporarily unpopular with your kid. Keep thinking, Hate me now, thank me later. Isn’t creating a resilient adult worth enduring a few sniffles now?

Consider the message that Suzie’s mother was teaching her: “If you are unhappy, whine louder to get your way. Your needs usurp all others’ in the room.” Fast-forward on little Suzie. Would you want to date her? Her future might be a string of one-and-dones.

By being too nice, we are actually being mean. It takes courage and some gumption to do the right thing. Take comfort in knowing that Authoritative Parenting—defined as listening to your child, encouraging independence, and giving fair and consistent consequences—yields very well-adjusted children. Spoiling a child is easier in the moment than setting limits, but it is your job to help regulate and contain your children’s emotions. Emotionally wimpy parenting leads to emotionally fragile kids.

“My problem is, my kids know that my no means maybe.”

—Mother of three

“You can’t parent by the path of least resistance.”

—Marc, divorced dad

“The only way to make adulthood hard is to make childhood too easy.”

—Betsy Brown Braun, parenting educator and author

Parents today have way too long a fuse for bad behavior. Some mums seem to have an inordinate amount of patience for withstanding endless negotiations and tantrums, making them seem almost like Stepford Mums. A child whines and negotiates ad nauseam, and parents just keep on listening.

“I mean, how many more ‘if you do that one more time’s can we hear from this generation?”

—Kari, grandmother

What shocks me is how charmed parents are when their kids negotiate. They seem delighted by their kids’ smarts rather than drained by their relentless lobbying. Life’s simplest tasks, like going to bed or leaving the park, become fifteen-minute arguments. It is exhausting.

The power structure has capsized, and many kids are drowning. They are talking faster and faster to get their way, and it is stressful for everyone. Parents constantly ask me how to restore order.

The best way to stop a little debater in his tracks is a tool I call reverse negotiation. It works like a charm. Here is how it is done: you tell your child that negotiating will no longer be tolerated. If you are thinking that it’s not that simple, you would be right. But wait, there is more—you add that when your child negotiates, not only does he not get what he was asking for, but he gets less than what he started with. Let’s give it a whirl:

PARENT: Bedtime is at eight.

CHILD: I want to stay up until eight thirty.

PARENT: No, it’s eight.

CHILD: I want to stay up later.

PARENT: Now bedtime is seven forty-five.

CHILD: Fine, I’ll take eight.

PARENT: Now bedtime is at seven thirty.

You must stick to this revised bedtime. Cement it in, no parental trade-backs. Don’t be the parent who cried wolf. Aaaah . . . Silence. All is quiet, all is well. It is as if suddenly you turned off the music on a grating radio station. If you really follow through, the little debater will vanish, and in his place will be a lovely child, snuggled in his cozy pajamas and ready for bed. Poof! Magically, the endless “if you do that one more time” tune is no longer playing in your head.

“Sometimes love says no.”

—Marianne Williamson, spiritual leader, author


Ways to Think about No. Shrink-Tested and Mother-Approved

No.
No is a complete sentence.
No, that’s my final answer.
No does not begin a negotiation.
No cannot mean “maybe.”



Center of the Universe

Let’s first be clear what your job as parent is not: grande-size playdate, entertainment center in 3-D, and, most of all, human pacifier. If you are catering to your child’s every whim, you could be paving the way for a very entitled child who lacks empathy. Let’s step back for a moment and think of the message we are sending to the children who are having tantrums at Starbucks or the birthday party. We are basically saying to them, Whine louder, throw a bigger fit, and you will have a cookie and chocolate milk to go with your vanilla ice cream, now that all the pieces of cookie dough have been picked out!

Teaching children empathy and that the world does not revolve around them are pretty great life lessons.

I would have loved to whisper a play-by-play in Suzie’s mum’s ears:

Step 1: Take a moment to calm yourself first.

Step 2: Acknowledge the feeling. “I know that you are disappointed.”

Step 3: Set the limit. “It is not OK to act like this.”

Step 4: Give an opportunity to self-regulate. “You can pick one of these two desserts.”

Step 5: State a firm consequence. “If you can’t control your behavior, we are going to leave the party.”

Step 6: Follow through. Shock the parent police and actually leave. Thunderous applause will erupt.

“You have to be willing to leave the party. If your kid is acting up, you have to pull the plug. You have to let a child know that your threats aren’t empty. You would earn some cool points with the other mums if you threaten to leave and actually follow through.”

—Mother of three

What Suzie needed were some clear limits that it is not OK to be demanding and bully people to get your needs met. She had to learn how to handle the disappointment of not getting exactly what she wanted and how to be flexible and compromise. Her mum should have tolerated her daughter’s disappointment without rushing in to fix it.

Always keep your eye on the message: What am I teaching my child? In the throes of a conflict, see if you can take a deep breath, push pause, and reflect. Now push fast-forward: Am I helping to foster the qualities in my child that I value? Is how I am reacting now helpful in the long run or am I just throwing a barking dog a bone? Had Suzie’s mum properly disciplined her child, that would have been the sweetest and most lasting lesson.

Your parenting should not be guided by your children’s reactions. That’s the wrong compass. You are wiser, older, and have better judgment. Don’t let them wear you down and don’t let their escalating agitation fuel yours.

“My daughter yelled one day, ‘Just because I ask, doesn’t mean that you have to say yes. Just say no, Mum.’ I was mortified!”

—Mother of one

We are clearly seeing a generation of more entitled kids. On her first day at work, a babysitter asked the mum for instructions in caring for her seven-year-old son. The reply: “Let him be the boss and you’ll have an easy day.” The day might be easier for the sitter, but I can assure you life will be rougher for the boy. That same afternoon, the babysitter told him that he had to pick up his toys. He retorted, “I am going to tell my mum and she is going to fire you.”

It is unbecoming—no, that is too PC—it is obnoxious for a child to have that much power. This boy’s attitude is so out of whack with reality. And as he grows, that overdeveloped sense of importance will be disruptive in school and unappealing to potential employers. Learning the hierarchy at home enables children to respect the hierarchy of school, workplaces, and life in general.

One way to make children understand they are not entitled to everything is to say no to things they want but clearly don’t need.

A mum did battle over a bathing suit in Bloomingdale’s. Her thirteen-year-old was lobbying hard for a designer suit. The mum took one look at the price and said no. She explained: “I am not buying you an expensive bathing suit that you will quickly outgrow.”

He begged and grew upset when she wouldn’t budge. “I don’t understand why you will not buy that for me. You can afford it.”

She responded: “I know I can afford it, but I don’t value it. You can sue me one day for teaching you values.” The boy replied, “OK, you win.” You have to be willing to hold your ground, to follow through and do what is right for your child, not what is easier in the moment.

Following through some times but not others spells disaster. In psychiatry we call this variable reinforcement, which means that a response is reinforced in an unpredictable manner. Gambling is a great example. You put a coin in a slot machine and sometimes you will hit the jackpot, but many times you won’t, and you keep coming back just in case. Variable reinforcement can keep us stuck in bad behaviors. If your child feels that your threats are empty and that every once in a while you might follow through, it will be very hard to discipline effectively. If you say no, but only enforce it every fifth time, your words mean nothing.

Kids learn best with consistent follow-through, what we call a fixed ratio. They learn to trust that you do what you say and say what you mean. If you don’t follow through, you can seem unreliable in your child’s eyes. How we reinforce behavior has a dramatic effect on how our children act, respond, and ultimately behave. Discipline works best when it is consistent. It is amazing how quickly you can turn behavior around with reliable follow-through.

No Hitting Allowed

The most shocking thing in parenting today is watching children hit their parents. Unfortunately, it is not that uncommon. But it is outrageous and unacceptable.

It was equally outrageous for parents of generations past to hit their kids. Parents should never use physical punishment, and there are no exceptions to this rule. You are teaching a child, by bad example, that physical violence is a way to solve problems. You are modeling out-of-control behavior yourself.

Let’s check out the message: My kid is acting up, so I am going to slug him and teach him that when he is feeling upset, just go punch someone!” This is what they know, this is what you have taught them. Yes, you may get immediate obedience in the short run, but you also may get a litany of long-term damage. Research shows that kids who are hit become less likely to comply, more likely to be physically aggressive, and increasingly vulnerable to substance abuse and mental health issues. “I was hit and I turned out fine” is a common, but lousy, rationalization. Memories of being hit plague lots of adults. Just because kids have been hit for centuries does not make it right or a valid teaching tool.

Nor is it right, in today’s inverted power structure, for kids to hit their parents.

Today’s crazy message is: “You’re upset, go ahead and give me a good slap across the face.” You are literally and figuratively giving your child the upper hand—a hand that we now know no one should raise.

At the park, a mum was chatting with some other mums, and told her four-year-old daughter that they needed to leave in five minutes. The girl pitched a fit and whined to stay longer. After the mum said they couldn’t, the girl slapped her across the face. The embarrassed mum laughed nervously and continued talking to the other mums.

The mum squad looked on, shocked and horrified. They should have been. When kids think it is OK to slug Mum or Dad, all respect is lost.

A classroom needs a teacher, a ship needs a captain, and your child needs a parent. Your job is not to please your child, your job is to parent your child. Your job is to set limits and boundaries to keep your kids safe.

TMI: Too Much Information

Another pendulum swing in today’s parenting culture is excessive talk and excessive explanations. We’ve gone from “No, because I said so” to reasoning through every issue until we’re blue in the face.

“This generation of parents never stops talking. Parents today don’t spend time just being with their children, so they try to connect by nonstop talking. It is crazy-making for a child. Children tune out after the first few words. They just stop listening.”

—Early education teacher

I observed a two-year-old on a fenced-in balcony. Mum launched into a soliloquy. “Amy, don’t go so close to the edge. You could fall and you could really hurt yourself and that would be so awful. It makes me nervous when you are so close to the edge. You are making Mummy nervous. I’m going to need therapy. I don’t want anything to happen to you.”

TMI. The child is two! How about a simple “No, honey, that is not safe,” end of story.

Make it short and sweet. Give them bite-size pieces, which are easily digestible. A parent’s excessive verbiage can get tuned out—or worse, become baggage. This is a perfect example of how we can unintentionally project our stuff onto our children.

It would be nice to leave childhood without having to check bags. All doctors take the Hippocratic Oath. Parents should as well. Above all, “Do No Harm.”

We need to get out of the habit of creating a laundry list of our own fears and sharing them with our children. Do some verbal clutter-clearing before you speak. Children’s brains are developing daily. Let’s not fill them with unnecessary information, white noise, or worse, our own anxiety.

Slow down, take a deep breath, and give yourself a moment before you speak. Edit out what your child does not need to hear. Less is clearly more.

“There is way too much talking in this generation. Too much talking weakens your position as the person in charge. Kids feel unsafe.”

—Therapist

“Parents today talk too much. It overwhelms a child.”

—Phyllis Klein, early childhood educator

Too Many Choices

A point that closely dovetails with talking too much is giving children too many choices. This also tilts the balance of power and can overwhelm a child. Parents are now looking to kids to make decisions and, in doing so, reverse the power structure that is intrinsic to the family unit.

“With the exception of the imperial offspring of the Ming dynasty ... contemporary American kids may represent the most indulged young people in the history of the world. ... They’ve also been granted unprecedented authority.”

—Elizabeth Kolbert, “Spoiled Rotten,” The New Yorker

It is burdensome and stressful for a child to have to make too many daily choices. I watched in shock as a mum asked her five-year-old daughter about the mother’s future employment opportunities. “Do you think that Mummy should take the new job at the bank or keep my old job?”

Overload alert! Kids don’t have the brain capacity for those big decisions. Kids’ frontal lobes, where critical thinking resides, are still in the very early stages of development. The frontal lobe will not be fully formed until they are well into their twenties. Hence our tiny progeny do not have the neurological capacity to make decisions for us. The girl looked at her mum and said, “Beats me.” Well put.

Empowering kids to make choices has to be age appropriate. “Do you want chicken or pasta?” is fine for a five-year-old girl. But asking her to weigh in on the bank job is absurd.

Tolerating Unpopularity

“Parents today are befriending their kids rather than taking their position of authority. Kids today are looking for leadership. It is nice to look up to someone bigger, stronger, and wiser than you.”

—Ellen Basian, PhD, psychologist

Being your children’s friend puts you on an equal playing field. The problem is, the playing field should not be equal. If we befriend our children, we are tipping the balance of power once again. If you are a friend and not a parent, then your child is left an orphan. Psychologist and author Wendy Mogel gets right to the heart of it: “Your children don’t need two more tall friends. They have their own friends, all of whom are cooler than you. What they need are parents.”

As a psychiatrist, I often hear from patients who longed for their parents to step up. One of my patients, Jill, had a mum who desperately wanted to be cool. She would serve alcohol to Jill’s friends when they were underage, blast her daughter’s favorite music while driving in the car, and dress to look hip. The mum was taken aback when Jill, by then twenty-five, asked her to join us in my office for a therapy session.

The mum began, “Jill, you are my best friend and you have always been since you were a little girl; I don’t understand what went wrong.”

Jill looked at her mum with tears in her eyes and said, “Mum, you tried so hard to be my friend. I have a lot of friends, but you only get one mother. I did not want your friendship, I wanted your mothering.”

This point cannot be overstated. Children need and want parents. If done right, parenting will make you periodically unpopular. Take your lead from great leaders. Look how kind history is to world leaders who take a firm stand on doing what is right, even though it might mean being very unpopular at the time.

One great dad learned how limits make children feel safe. His son had lost his mum when he was a toddler. Jay had never known the love of an adoring mother, and, as a result, his father felt terrible and spoiled him. His father never gave him any consequences for bad behavior.

Ten-year-old Jay pitched a fit in a video store. He wanted to
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