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“Full of what is passing in your own head, you do not see the effect you are producing in theirs.”

—Jean-Jacques Rousseau, Émile, or On Education (1762)


Introduction

A mother struggling with her tween daughter consulted the family doctor. He offered a number of suggestions and wrote down some titles of parenting books she could read. As mother and daughter left his office, he tried to be reassuring: “Everything will be fine. Try to stay calm and just take baby steps.”

A few days later, the daughter started acting up again, which upset the mother. “Mom! Do what the doctor said,” the girl instructed, as Mom slowly lost it once again. “Take baby steps!”

“So what do I do now?” she asked when she came to me.

Good question. But I knew better than to simply give her more advice because, at a certain point, advice does more harm than good. Parenting guides began appearing in the 19th century and helped spur the professionalization of parenting. That led to the great shift away from the long history of tyranny over and abuse of children, although in hindsight we know that not all the rules experts dreamed up were good ones. For half a century many doctors even discouraged mothers from breastfeeding their babies. But, more than that, all the advice has led to the steady erosion of parental confidence and our ability to rely on our own intuition.

After 200 years of guides that have often meant as much grief as help, my goal is to provide a different perspective on your relationship with your children and help you reconsider your ideas about the role of a parent. Simply offering more pointers may just deepen your sense of obligation and your need to get it just right. So this book is not a blueprint for parenting and I've kept the tips, guidelines and commandments to a minimum and concentrated on helping you rethink how you do the most important job any of us will ever take on.

I first started thinking about writing this book five years ago. The idea sprang from my work with children and their parents and with schools. As a clinical psychologist, I deal with a wide range of problems, but over the past decade I've increasingly found myself helping families in the same predicament: children struggling to take on the challenges of school and the big world outside the family home, while increasingly anxious parents and educators work harder and harder to get them on track.

Sometimes these are kids who are “underachieving,” putting in a minimum of effort and seemingly unable to appreciate the basics of what people need to do in the world (pay attention to various responsibilities, care about the way we treat others, think ahead). These children and teenagers have a worrying sense of entitlement, as if they have the right to spend their lives in pleasurable pursuits—playing or chilling all day, every day—or at least free from any kind of hardship.

Sometimes experts diagnose children with Attention Deficit Disorder or a learning disability. Identifying these issues can be extremely helpful, but for some families, while the diagnosis sheds light on a child's areas of weakness, it doesn't do anything to solve the pressing problems in the family: Johnny's lack of engagement with school and his parents' increasing frustration with him.

Sometimes the diagnosis refers to emotional problems such as depression or anxiety. Anxiety is on the rise among our children, and when I am not seeing a child who is disengaged from school and achievement, chronically avoiding the stress (anxiety) of school and the big world out there, I am often seeing the opposite: a kid who has entirely bought into the whole competitive, marks-oriented school system we have created, and suffers from anxiety symptoms such as panic attacks, sleep and eating problems, and painfully obsessive behavior. While these children often “achieve” well, their orientation to school and broader reality is troubling: they're able to enjoy their achievement to some extent, but their engagement with the world is not particularly rewarding or even interesting to them. It's about the marks, not the subject matter. By the time they suffer from open anxiety and even panic attacks, their parents' central concern is no longer about school and achievement. It's about their child's unhappiness, and their main goal is now to get her interacting in a more playful and rewarding way with the world around her.

I've found that when parents gain a new perspective on raising children, from infancy on up, they're able to develop relationships with their children that are close and supportive. Under these conditions, children grow up to be young adults who are ready to leave home and thrive in the big world out there. To be successful, parents must avoid getting sucked into today's “over-parenting” culture, and instead provide children with what they actually need: loving support and attention that gives them the confidence and sense of personal responsibility required to take on the world for themselves.

I warn you, though: it's not always easy to play this patient, attentive and non-bossy role. You will have to learn to accept that kids are completely capable of worrying for themselves, that failure is an essential learning experience, and that sometimes it's better to stand back and say little or nothing because watching is often more powerful than acting. Toughest of all may be facing the prospect that once you adopt this new approach, some problems may actually get worse before they get better. But they will get better—they always do if parents successfully become compassionate, interested bystanders who are ready to step in when necessary while safeguarding against the real dangers and catastrophic failures that do children no good at all.

Figuring out how to help those caught up in the Age of Entitlement would not have been possible without the families who have shared their difficulties with me over the past decade. Their stories appear throughout the book, although I have freely altered details, switching genders and races, and often combining elements from different cases into one, in order to get a point across. In fact, the stories in this book come from many places, including my own experiences as both a kid and a parent and those of my friends, as well as from the children and parents I have worked with as a psychologist trying to understand these problems.

Piecing all these stories together was challenging. In May 2010, after several years of working on early drafts of the book, I approached Tim Falconer, an author I play hockey with on Friday afternoons. Like many of my friends, he'd heard the tales of my efforts to write a book while maintaining my caseload. Not a psychologist or even a parent, Tim nevertheless recognized many of the issues I was writing about because they are rampant in our culture and because, as a university instructor, he regularly sees the results of over-parenting. Tim agreed to help me and proved to be a worthy opponent in online Scrabble.

As a kid, I played a different game with my family, a drawing game that always gave us a laugh. We each took a piece of paper folded into three panels and drew a character's head in the top panel—a funny old lady, for example, or a gorilla wearing a beanie with a propeller—and then folded the paper over to conceal the head and extended the neck lines down into the next panel. Then we passed the sheets to the left and drew a body, without knowing what the head looked like, of course. Then we folded the sheet again and passed it along so the next person could add a pair of legs. Finally, the reveal: we unfolded the sheets to look at our creations. Inevitably, there were crazy combinations, such as a gorilla's head on a muscle man's body with two skinny knobby-kneed legs.

Sometimes, writing this book with Tim was a bit like that; we passed it around, adding sections, and having fun. But it's no random creation. The stories in the opening chapters focus on some of the important milestones in children's emotional growth, particularly in the early years, while the later chapters are predominantly about adolescents. If you have older kids, don't skip the first chapters, because understanding the early years will help you understand teenage behavior. And if your kids are younger, now is the perfect time to adopt a new perspective, because even if your children aren't displaying any signs of entitlement, your obligated parenting—and their reaction to it—is setting a pattern that is likely to soon become painfully evident. So drop the worry ball now.


Chapter One

Parenting from the Bench

A 5-year-old boy climbs on a jungle gym while his mom sits on the bench with her friend. The boy works away, trying to scramble to the top. Mom knows there are risks—the bars are iron, he is several feet up—but she sits, chats and sips her latte. When the boy reaches the top, he turns and says, “Look at me!” And, of course, Mom does: “Look at you!”

That recognition gives him a sense of accomplishment and pride. Because Mom is present and emotionally available, she can respond to what her son needs from her. By seeing him for “who he is,” she confirms his budding awareness of himself and provides him with the confidence that someone is there for him. What appears to be an everyday moment is actually a critical one because that validation and emotional availability are really what our kids most need from us. It is the true heart of parenting. This is how we “mind” our children.

Today's child is the safest in history: streetproofing, bike helmets and fire-retardant pajamas mean a kid really needs to work hard to get seriously hurt. And yet today's parents are the most anxious, guilt-ridden and fearful in history. So, later, outside the playground, Mom will ramp up her involvement in everything her son does. Unlike the playground hazards, the dangers of the real world—poor academic achievement and the possibility of missing out on postsecondary education; drugs and addiction; sex and pregnancy; behavior problems and mental health issues—seem too threatening to sit calmly on the sidelines and enjoy the show. So, too anxious about slipups, many parents get off the bench, worriedly directing their child on the monkey bars of life—advising, guiding, overseeing and often, ultimately, demanding.

The playfulness of the child's exploration slowly wanes under the pressure, and the warm, positive flow that once ran so easily between parent and child fades. Stressed out and frustrated, Mom and Dad don't look anything like they did back in the park: they're certainly no longer sitting on the bench enjoying the show. And the kids? They're no longer saying “Look at me” the way they once did. In fact, they may be increasingly concerned with keeping their activities a secret from their parents.

Hockey Dad

I've been a child psychologist for 15 years and provide assessments and psychotherapy to children and adults, as well as consultation and supervision to schools, teachers and psychologists. But I don't just see struggling parents in my practice: sometimes I am one too. In fact, on occasion I've been only inches away from becoming that crazed hockey dad we're all familiar with.

I stood in the stands of a cold arena watching my then 7-year-old son try out for a competitive hockey team, the same team I'd once played for. It all seemed so familiar: the coaches in green jackets (some on skates, some on the benches with clipboards) and maybe 35 kids on the ice. As I watched intently, hoping to gauge Sam's chances of making the A team, I could see he was clearly in the top 15, probably the top 10. But the Green Jackets, I soon realized, just weren't focused on him. Every time Sam did something—say, dart around a defenseman in a one-on-one drill and fire off a good shot—the coaches weren't even looking.

When they split the kids into two groups, I could see that one consisted of the top 15 or 20 players. And Sam wasn't in it! They'd put him with the B team. “I know what's going on here,” I thought, “it's Old Boys' patronage.” Sam was new so they weren't going to seriously consider him. The tryouts were a sham.

I marched down to the dressing room. Seeing my smoldering rage, I suppose, a Green Jacket stopped me: “Can I help you with something?”

“What's with Sam in the B group when he's clearly good enough for the A team? Are you guys fairly assessing the kids?” I didn't swear, but I wasn't happy.

I gave him Sam's name and number and Green Jacket said, “Oh, yes, I know your boy,” then described him, and his game, accurately: excellent skater, quick and energetic, okay hands, good passer, skates with his head up, a bit on the small side. “Sam's a great little player, and he's going to be even better, but he needs time with the puck, so we're going to put him on defense on the B team where he will quarterback the play and develop over the year. We try to put each child in the best spot for that kid and the B team is the best place for Sam right now.”

It was all so reasonable and clear, and I suddenly gained perspective. Sam was in good hands after all. I thanked the coach and retreated—and was really glad I hadn't sworn at him.

Later, I asked myself where and how I had lost perspective. Obviously, I wanted Sam to make this team. Not just any team—I wanted him to be on this team, the Green team. The Green A team. In part, I still like to think, this was about Sam. I knew that he wanted to make the team and that if he didn't, it would be a painful failure for him. So I was rooting for him. But, of course, I'm always rooting for him. What was different this time was how much I wanted it. As if Sam making the team was equivalent to me making the team. This identification with our kids, this lack of separation from them in our minds, can bring out the worst in us.

We all suffer from this a little bit. If you don't believe me, check out a minor league hockey game and see how many parents visibly lose perspective on how much the outcome of the game actually matters, or how unfair the referee is. Often, other than being a rather embarrassing display, this loss of perspective—forgetting that this is their child's life, not theirs—probably doesn't do all that much harm. In fact, to the extent that it brings parents and kids together in a common, enjoyable pursuit, it may do some good. (Watching, and coaching, my kids' hockey teams has given me some of the most exciting sporting moments of my life and they've been great moments in our family's shared life together.) But, as parents, our identification with our children's efforts can quickly lead us away from that all-important “minding” role. Imagine the parent on the park bench who needs his kid to be the next great rock climber and, disappointed with her efforts on the jungle gym, cannot rein in his own feelings: “What are you doing sitting in the dirt? Just do two more climbs. Come on, you can do it!” Seems a bit ludicrous in the playground setting, doesn't it?

At its worst, this loss of perspective can be devastating to a child. I've never been able to forget my minor hockey teammate—the best player on our team—whose father came in after every game and angrily laid into him for all his perceived “mistakes.” I can sometimes feel this crazed person inside me when I'm watching Sam. Honestly, when he makes an error (throws the puck up the middle of the ice, say), I feel like he's pushed an old lady down in the mud. “What are you doing?” I want to yell. “Are you insane?”

The crazed hockey dad—and my inner crazed hockey dad—suffers from over-involvement in his children's achievement. He identifies with his kid too much: your win is my win, your loss is my loss. Surely, he'd never act that way in the park, would never yell at his climbing son, “No, not the yellow bars! Take the purple bars!”

Children Once Grew Up; Now We Raise Them

I actually played at the same rink, North Toronto Memorial Arena, where I watched Sam's tryout. The place hasn't changed much over the years, but parenting sure has. After Sam made the team, the coaches called all the parents in for a meeting in the dressing room. As the kids practiced with the trainer on the ice, the coaches passed out binders filled with dietary information, summer workout plans, dress codes and other expectations. As I sat there I thought, “Wow, history's repeating itself.” I remembered this dressing room, I remembered the first practice meeting with my coaches back in the 1970s. But back then, the room was filled with eager young players, not anxious parents.

My dad also played hockey at this level at another Toronto arena. He took the bus to all his games and his father never saw him play. Parental involvement in children's lives sure has ramped up since then. Although my parents eagerly supported my hockey, it was rare for both of them to attend the same game, and I wasn't even my dad's favorite player. He loved my buddy Jim Risk, our penalty minute leader. I could always count on hearing Dad's delighted cheer (“Dirty old Risk!”) every time Jim took a penalty. My wife, Andrea, and I almost never miss Sam's or our daughter Claire's hockey games—and, on the inside, I'm always cheering loudest for my own kids.

We're involved in our children's lives for lots of reasons but one of the biggest ones is that we're being told to. An example of the social messaging that puts pressure on parents to get involved in their kids' lives came from the Globe and Mail on the first day of school in September 2010. At the back of the front section, the paper's editorial board delivered a strongly worded reprimand to “helicopter parents”—the term used to describe our generation of anxious, hovering parents—urging them to back off, even if it meant letting their undergraduate offspring fail. Called “Parents, let them kids alone,” it argued: “Left to their own devices, young people may behave badly at university. They may eat too much pizza, drink too much beer. They may have sexual relations in a way that is not in keeping with the mores of their parents. Will they read their expensive textbooks without a parent hovering? Possibly not. But failures such as these, and more serious ones, too, have more uses than many in this generation of parents are prepared to accept. One does not fail if one takes no risks. And one learns little without risk.” It concluded: “Parents who wish to create the conditions for success need to stop hovering, and while still being available allow their children to take risks, fail and learn from failure. That is how children, and adults, grow.”

Great message and I loved reading it in my morning paper. Your kids have to fend for themselves at university. That means you should not go online in the summer to get them into the courses they want to take, show up at their tutorials or contact their professors. If they're going to do a bit of failing in their undergraduate years, fine. That's actually a really good time to find out that they don't live in a childproofed world.

But—and it's a big but—on the same day, in the same paper, the front of the “Life” section featured a full-page article on how to set up your child's study space starting in the third grade. The photo showed an 8-year-old at her desk with the perfect lighting and the article included plenty of information about what kind of lighting to buy, the optimal distance from chair to desk, and the best hours to have the little darling sit down to do her homework. So on one page, the paper demanded that you stop being a helicopter parent, but on another, it told you in no uncertain terms that your child's success was your responsibility. And failure is not an option.

Of course, parents want to meet all the emotional, educational, nutritional and recreational needs of their kids throughout the entire day (and when children do go outside for unstructured play, which happens less and less often, parents are more and more uncomfortable). But the desire to excel at raising kids has led to the “professionalization” of parenting. All the advice, wanted or unwanted, parents receive—from magazines, radio shows, teachers, principals, counselors, doctors, dentists, nosy neighbors and even the dirty looks at the checkout line when a toddler throws an ugly temper tantrum—confirms one message: You are morally obligated to serve your children well. Do not fail them!

And we take that message to heart, doing things for our kids that we have no business doing. One Toronto math teacher decided to offer a weekly tutorial session after seeing his ninth grade students struggle with the curriculum. The first week, half the people who showed up were parents; the second week, most were. Universities now provide special orientation programs for the parents and chiropractors report that their business spikes in September from all that pushing of couches up stairs to dorm rooms. And some parents, the Globe reported, are even negotiating employment contracts when university graduates receive their first job offers.

My kids came home from their first day of school with a little book called an “agenda.” It's really an espionage log. Their school—like all the others that are part of the Toronto District School Board—expected my wife and me to check Sam's and Claire's homework every day, ensure that it had been completed properly, and sign off on it. Then the kids are to take the agenda back to school the next day to show that their parents are involved in their academic life from day one. The board's intention here is good—research shows that parents who take an active interest in their kids' school lives have children with better school outcomes—but the messaging is way too simple: setting yourself up to be the homework police is not what helps.

We do not want to be in the centre of our kids' academic experience. When children get into trouble in the primary grades, the first thing I have to do is help parents understand that their goal is to help their children develop their own relationship to school and achievement by the time they get to the sixth grade. Parents can't force that relationship to happen. The good news is you don't have to; the mindful, park-bench approach is what works. Pay attention to your children's efforts and experience, be ready to offer support when they ask for it, and recognize what they accomplish. This parenting position puts a child's school experience squarely in his or her own hands, but also sends a message of confidence. By staying on the park bench and giving a child time and space to find his own way, a parent implicitly sends the message: “I believe in you, I know you'll work this out—just give me a call if you need any help.”

When parents stand back—interested but not hovering—they send a message of trust that greatly helps their kids take on the challenges of the world. All their anxious hovering sends exactly the opposite message: “We're not sure you have what it takes; this whole school thing is really hard and you're going to need a whole lot of help; without us guiding you through this you'd be lost.” Given that message, it's no surprise that more and more children are less engaged in school and what it has to offer, and increasingly intimidated by the challenges of the world.

The irony is that modern, obligated parents who work so hard to nurture emotionally healthy children are actually raising kids who are delayed in their emotional development, kids who increasingly lack the resilience to take on life's problems.

The Island Family and the Family Island

We're parenting our kids in increasingly greater isolation. Once, kids grew up in communities; today, not so much. A typical teenager now spends an average of 14 minutes in unstructured play after school, and there are fewer and fewer kids playing out in the community. Our lives, and even our homes, are designed primarily around our children. That's why kitchen islands—often advertised as the epitome of family togetherness, the ideal place for kids to do their homework while parents cook dinner—are so popular in new and renovated houses.

Although no one planned it this way, today kids live most of their lives inside their family homes or doing family-sanctioned activities. When they're not at home, they're at school (where parents are more involved than ever before), or at an organized sporting or artistic activity (where parents are more involved than ever before). When they play with their friends, they do so on “play dates” organized by parents.

What does the typical day look like? Well, for most of us in urban North American families, it probably looks something like this:

7:30 to 8:15 a.m.

Breakfast: As nutritious as possible, though that often leads to strife and battles, so some parents relent in favor of domestic peace. Make lunches following “get them to eat nutritiously” guidelines from a magazine.

8:15 to 9:00

Deliver everyone everywhere on time. Children are more reliant on parental taxiing than ever before. One reason is greater parental involvement in extracurricular activity; another is increased worry about crime (even though Canada's crime rate is the lowest it's been since 1973, when parents were just fine with letting their kids walk to school on their own, and play in the evening until the streetlights came on).

9:00 a.m. to 5:00 p.m.

Get to work. Try to function.

5:00

Rush home: This is complicated by the need to balance kid pickups, ballet schedules and grocery shopping.

6:00 to 6:30

Prepare dinner while overseeing the kids as they do their homework at the kitchen island.

6:30 to 7:00

Dinner: More battles over the nutritious food prepared with love.

7:00 to 9:00

Monitor “screen time.” Check out who the kids are friends with on Facebook.

9:00 to 9:30

Oversee unfinished homework—or, possibly, complete unfinished homework—then bedtime.

10:00

Go to bed.

Next day

Repeat.

It's an exhausting schedule for the adults—but it's really no better for the children to have their parents' fingerprints all over their lives, all the time. There really are fewer and fewer opportunities for kids to do their own thing. Increasingly, our children live in adult-controlled worlds. And it's only getting worse: with the advent of cell phones, for example, we are now tethered to each other 24 hours a day. It's true that with all this time and all these toys, families can have fun together like never before—and do!—but when it's not fun, this can be a crazy-making arrangement.

Childhood Revolution

“Please, Sir, I want some more.” Oliver Twist's humble plea and the outraged response say much about what life was like for most children of the Dickensian era. Adults did not suffer the presence of children gladly, and kids, if they knew what was good for them, stayed out of the way.

Until about 250 years ago, adults in the Western world held a kind of tyranny over children. “Better whipped than damned,” ran the Puritan saying, and the idea that children should be “seen and not heard,” or that they should “speak only when spoken to,” was common into the last century. Indeed, for most of recorded human history, the challenges and needs of the young received relatively little attention from the adults living with them. Up until the modern age, the great majority of children were routinely left on their own for much of the day and largely raised by older children when they were “raised” at all. In the Middle Ages, kids were, by today's standards, “neglected,” often in ways that proved fatal to them. Medieval children were viewed as small but wayward adults and subjected to a protracted swaddling phase as infants, “leading strings,” corporal punishment and general disapproval.

Jean-Jacques Rousseau's observation in 1762 that “childhood has its own way of seeing, thinking and feeling,” and his admonition to caregivers to “treat your pupil according to his age,” may seem self-evident to us now, but at the time his perspective represented a dramatic shift from the way people viewed children and childcare. Over the 250 years since then, we've gradually come to assume that children have a powerful claim to be understood according to their unique needs, and deserve adult responses appropriate to those needs.

This new attitude has affected the health not only of children but also of the adults they become. Kids can expect to be in the presence of an attentive and emotionally attuned caregiver most, if not all, of the time. As a result, they generally develop the confident expectation that they will be protected and cared for and that someone will be there for them when they need it. These ingredients are the basic requirements for the “secure attachments” we want our kids to develop.

Despite the obvious benefits for children's emotional growth, there have been some troubling side effects. Today, if we don't succeed in producing a “securely attached” child, or one with “good self-esteem,” we've failed. So we must have “parenting skills,” a concept entirely unique to the modern age. We must be emotionally attuned to our kids, and our responses to their needs must be appropriate for their age. Nothing wrong with that, of course, but it does mean tremendous pressure to do our job correctly—both technically and emotionally—sometimes with negative consequences: overly anxious parents doing too much, out of fear of being neglectful.

If the 18th century marked the beginning of the “professionalization of parenting,” with Europe and North America taking an increasingly “scientific” approach to parenting (manuals written by doctors outlined the rules for feeding, bathing, sleeping and toilet training), the publication of Benjamin Spock's The Common Sense Book of Baby and Child Care in 1946 marked another turning point in our cultural attitudes toward parenting. Some critics—many of them politically motivated—blamed the book, which has sold more than 50 million copies around the world, for a rise in permissiveness. But Spock insisted he “always advised parents to give their children firm, clear leadership and to ask for cooperation and politeness in return.” Whatever else he may have done, Spock launched a massive industry of parenting advice that today includes books, magazines, television shows, websites, blogs and public health campaigns. And yet, most parents are still a long way from getting it right. Many are overwhelmed by all the advice, for one thing, but they're also misunderstanding or misinterpreting what they're reading and hearing.

The problem is, there can be too much of a good thing. If we are unfailing in our efforts to protect and provide, if our children never experience privation and disappointment, they will not develop the ability to deal with these feelings. And accepting them is critical to taking on reality.

Conditioned to understand they're in an adult-operated world, and kept safe by those who control their lives, kids increasingly do what's logical: they learn to please and appease adults when they must, but otherwise avoid them and their world. If the “real world” is that place Mom and Dad always freak out about, who would want to live there anyway? Adult-run reality—school, camps, the job market—means “doing work” and is a place to grudgingly get away with the minimum effort, if you can't stay away from it altogether. Preferring alternative (and largely avoidant) realities such as the Internet, video games, drugs and “chilling” with friends, these kids underachieve academically and sometimes drop out altogether. They often don't know what they're interested in, and if they have any sense of a direction it tends to be vague and unrealistic: “Doesn't matter, as long as I don't have to work too hard, and I make a lot of money.”

Boys—teenage boys especially—are most likely to take this avoidant route, but we will meet some girls who've also opted for this solution. There is another response, one typically favored by girls but certainly not exclusively, which is the opposite of avoidance, but no better. This response to adult pressure is to become a pleaser and hoop-jump-through-er. In many ways, of course, this is more adaptive, since the result is pleased teachers and parents; the danger is that the outside world becomes entirely mediated by adult gatekeepers who determine what is right and wrong and what a kid can and can't do. While losing this independent relationship with the outside world may seem a small price to pay, it's not. Children who take this course are not only highly dependent on their parents and teachers, many of these young people become anxious in unhealthy ways. An obsessive focus on marks can lead to crippling perfectionism, highly stressful levels of competitiveness with peers, panic attacks, and sudden breakdowns that mean a previously high-achieving student can no longer go to school. These are problems educators increasingly must deal with. At a recent talk at a girls' private school, I heard the principal speaking to the guidance counselor about the number of “cases” they had to deal with the next day. It took me a moment to remember that I was in a school, not a hospital.

Of course, the current generation of young people has many fine traits and much to admire about it. There are many talented, bright and delightful young people. Many of these youth show great tolerance for sexual and ethnic diversity—greater tolerance, in fact, than any generation before them. But all those qualities aside, it's no surprise that this generation, raised by parents who feel obligated to give their kids everything they need, all the time, now feels entitled to everything, all the time.

In my clinical practice, I see cases ranging from autistic children for whom mere communication is a struggle to entitled kids who stole the car keys so they could go out for pizza. More and more, especially in the last six years, the problems I see include a tangle of parents and children that's often full of conflict and always highly stressful. In these family knots, the parents are usually busily and anxiously overseeing the kids' difficulties dealing with the challenges of life, and the children are increasingly falling into one of two positions: the avoidant disengager, or the please-and-appeaser, obsessed with marks and at risk of an anxiety disorder. Younger kids often seem to have too much power in their families, perhaps because the parents' ever-present devotion—the parents' evident need for the children to do well—gives the children unhealthy leverage. Increasingly, those working with children (and, at this point, even young adults) lament a growing lack of respect for parental authority in the home, and not enough engagement with the world outside of it. (I'm not alone in having this view. Recently, I attended a roundtable of psychologists, psychiatrists and social workers. The session was called “What are we treating?” and the discussion focused on kids who are entitled, disengaged and over-reliant on adult support, yet are often defiant and
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