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iPraise for Good Kids


“Good Kids is a deeply profound, paradigm-shifting love letter to anyone who grew up believing they had to earn love by being “good.” With warm compassion, clinical wisdom, and tender vulnerability, Maggie Nick guides us back to the truth all “Good Kids” needed to know: that we have always been inherently lovable and worthy. This book is a compassionate guide for the cycle-breakers who are ready to heal the shame we’ve carried for too long so we can raise children who know deep in their bones that they are seen, safe, and unconditionally loved. If you’re reparenting yourself while raising your kids, Good Kids is an absolute must-read.”

Shelly Robinson, Founder, Raising Yourself

“THIS is the kind of book that I wish people had recommended to me before I became a Mom! Maggie Nick balances clinical expertise and personal experience in an approachable way that makes the healing work involved in parenting feel doable, no matter where you are in your journey. Whether you are already a parent or planning on becoming one, I cannot recommend this book enough. To put it simply, it makes SO much about reparenting yourself while parenting your own children “make sense” and it makes you feel less alone in the process. I will be a better parent as a result of what I have learned in Good Kids and I am forever grateful.”

Logan Cooper, LMHC, Licensed Therapist

“Maggie Nick’s Good Kids is an invaluable guide for anyone learning to parent in the aftermath of trauma. With honesty and compassion, Maggie illuminates the struggle of raising children without having been given a healthy blueprint yourself. This book not only offers practical guidance for nurturing children toward authenticity and fulfilment, but also shows us how parenting can become a pathway back to our own healing. Good Kids is both a roadmap for reparenting ourselves and a gentle companion for raising the next generation with more love, presence, and wholeness.”

Katie McKenna, accredited psychotherapist and co-author of the
 international bestseller You’re Not The Problem

ii“As a reformed good kid and parent, Good Kids is THE exclusive guide you need for how to break perfectionism cycles. As a therapist, I cannot wait to share this with clients.”

Amanda White, LPC, Therapist, Author of Not Drinking Tonight,
 Founder, Therapy For Women

“As a therapist and mother, I know how many of us learned to survive childhood by quieting our needs, managing other people’s emotions, and performing for love. Maggie Nick writes with such honesty and compassion that you can’t help but feel both seen and understood. This book transforms the pain of the ‘good kid’ narrative into a path of healing, reminding us that authenticity is reclaimable and cycle breaking is within reach.”

Bryana Kappadakunnel, LMFT, Therapist, Author of Parent Yourself First
 and Founder of Conscious Mommy
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vDedication

For Allie and Oliver:

Getting to love you and be your mom is the greatest honor and privilege of my life. May you always know your inherent worth. May you always be a soft, loving spot for yourself to land when you’re struggling. And may you always feel at home in yourselves.




For Little Mags:

I dedicate this book as a love letter to you and your relentless, fierce, beautiful spirit. I’m sharing your story to help other “good” kids heal. I’m so proud of you and us.
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ixAbout the Author

Maggie Nick is a licensed clinical social worker, trauma therapist, parenting expert and Recovering Good Kid who finally, finally feels lovable as hell. She can’t wait to help you get there, too.

For most of her life, Maggie was the one “nobody ever needed to worry about”—praised for being easy-going and the one everyone could always count on. Believing she had a “great childhood,” she didn’t realize until she was 25 and in therapy that her overachieving, people pleasing, perfectionism, and raging selflessness weren’t her personality… they were lifelong relational trauma responses.

Her healing journey began as a fierce mission: to understand what the hell happened to her so she could break the cycle for her own kids. Relentlessly exploring and researching the stunning parallels she saw between her own healing and the experiences of her child and adult counseling clients led her to become a leading expert on Good Kid Trauma (Relational Shame Trauma) and a trusted voice for parents wanting to break generational cycles for their kids.

Maggie created her rebellious online community Camp Lovable to help Recovering Good Kids stop feeling like they have to be perfect all the damn time and learn how to say no and set boundaries without going into Fight/Flight. Maggie’s “Good Girl” Rehab Membership connects women around the world in a safe, sacred space where they can stop needing to prove their goodness and finally feel worthy and good enough.

Maggie received her Masters in Social Work from Indiana University and her Bachelors in Sociology with a double major in Psychology from Virginia Tech. Her work is a fierce mix of hope and hard truths, guiding you back home to yourself. She’s on a mission to help the world break cycles for our kids, xand for the parts of ourselves that were never allowed to be messy and imperfect. Maggie lives near the beach in Florida with her husband, two kids and beloved dogs.

You can find her at maggienick.com.


For free resources and bonus material, go to maggienick.com/good-kids-book
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xiForeword by Eli Harwood

One of the most important things I have learned over the past two decades as a family therapist specializing in child development is that we cannot assess a child’s emotional wellness by their behavior alone.

Emotionally healthy two-year-olds lose their marbles out of the blue, not because they are bad kids, but because their brains are growing new neural connections at warp speed. Emotionally healthy elementary school students say mean things when they are under peer pressure, not because they have cruel hearts, but because they are still learning how to respond to complicated social situations. Emotionally healthy teenagers disagree with their parents and may even sneak around in rebellion of rules, not because they are disrespectful, but because it is their developmental task to do whatever they can to gain independence and agency. Not all “bad behavior” is indicative of something wrong.

On the flip side, not all good behavior is indicative of things being right. Children who are being raised in deeply abusive and neglectful environments can be incredibly compliant and well-behaved on the outside, but riddled with trauma and anxiety on the inside. Children who appear to “go with the flow” and be “easy going,” might actually suffer from deep insecurity and a fear of abandonment. The reasons behind a child’s behavior are deeply relevant to whether or not that behavior emanates from a place of healthy development, or a place of trauma, fear, or concealment.

To truly understand a child’s emotional health, we have to consider not only their behavior, but also the motivations behind their behavior, as well as the social environments influencing both of those things.

xiiThe antiquated notion that well-behaved kids are “good” and kids who act out or struggle to regulate their bodies are “bad,” is not only a false understanding of behavior, it is a painful curse to kids on both sides of the labeling.

It is a curse to be called a bad kid because it creates a legacy of shame and low self-worth. It is also a curse to be called a Good Kid, because it creates a legacy of self-denial and the unfortunate trap of believing that one’s self-worth is tied up in being “good” for other people.

Emotionally-well kids are not always well-behaved, and kids who are always well-behaved are not usually emotionally-well.

Instead, the markers of emotional wellness are rooted in authentic expression and connection. Children who feel securely attached to their caregivers, who know that they can rely on others for understanding, empathy, and soothing, are the most likely to grow up feeling worthy, connected, and resilient. As I wrote in my book, Raising Securely Attached Kids, “We can’t control who our children are, but we can profoundly influence how they feel about who they are, and how they feel in relationship to us.” As relational creatures we need permission to authentically express ourselves, and to mess up and feel messy and still feel loved, so that we can learn to see every part of us as worthy of connection.

You may have been labeled a “Good Kid” because of your capacity to bury your feelings to keep other people pleased. Or because of a survival instinct to keep your mouth shut and your hands obedient to avoid the wrath of a narcissistic parent. Or, perhaps, like me, you were labeled a Good Kid because you had a high sensitivity to other people’s emotions, and so you learned to caretake and perform to help your parents keep their own heads above water.

If you didn’t feel good in your childhood, then being labeled a “Good Kid” came with a high price to your own development journey.

xiiiWhen I was young, my mother was struggling with severe depression, complex trauma, and very little social or emotional support. My father was decades into a dependence on alcohol that had been preceded by a dependence on cocaine. Neither of my parents were okay when I was a kid. Needless to say, neither was their marriage. Although I knew at my core that my parents loved me and wanted the best for me, I also knew that they were not reliable in emotional terms. Not because they didn’t want to be there for me, or because they didn’t care about what I felt, but because they were drowning in their own stuff.

So at a very young age I learned to caretake their emotional needs. I shrunk my own feelings and complaints. I regularly tried to encourage them and help them to feel worthy and loved, and when they were spiraling, I tried to soothe them and offer them emotional containment. I did everything in my power to regulate my parents, so that I could feel some semblance of security.

It’s scary to be the most emotionally stable person in your childhood.

I remember the grownups in my life constantly telling me how mature I was; how articulate of a young woman I was; how impressed they were with my ability to make good choices, and what an old soul they thought I had. In a world of so much uncertainty, my achievements were a much needed life raft that kept my head above water.

I continued in this vein well into my 20s. I was given prestigious scholarships, leadership awards, and accolades for the Good Kid path. But underneath the water, I was unsure of myself, unclear about what really mattered to me, and afraid of being abandoned by the people close to me.

When we are good in order to cope with the bad in our childhoods, we never get the chance to be authentically ourselves. It takes a secure attachment relationship with our xivcaregivers to feel permission to explore and express. While I may have given the impression of being self-assured in my childhood, deep down I was incredibly anxious about myself and my place in the world.

Luckily for me, my mother started going to therapy, and made healing a new family legacy.

I was able to find care from incredible therapists who chose to look underneath my Good Kid performance to help me uncover the real kid beneath it. They gently encouraged me to acknowledge the incredible responsibility and terror that I held in my growing up. And, piece by piece, to take care of my past and present self in ways that no one else had been able to up to that point. This processing and growing was emotionally challenging at times, but ultimately incredibly healing and freeing.

What Maggie has done in this book is to put together an incredible guide to help you do the same. To uncover the fullness of who you are beneath the “goodness” of who you had to be. To become wildly free, hopeful, and expressive without the pressure to hide your humanness.

It is a precious gift to truly know ourselves and to be authentically known and loved for being all of who we are. I hope these pages invite you to see that it was never your obedience, or your silence, or your service to others that made you good, it was your realness. You can’t earn what you have always had inside of you: a worthiness to be seen, heard, and celebrated in your authentic self.

May these pages open you up to radically love and accept parts of yourself that haven’t had that chance before, and may they also offer you determination to give your own kids the goodness of being secure enough with you to be their entire-messy-sacred-authentic self.


xvIntroduction

One day in December 2020, on the way home from the store, I was hit with a lightning bolt of inspiration for an Instagram video. I pulled over, grabbed my phone, and started recording: “The price I paid to be the Good Kid, the easy-to-parent kid, the one ‘nobody ever needed to worry about.’” I talked about my “personality”—a tangled mess of lifelong trauma responses disguised as strengths:


	Perfectionism

	People pleasing

	Needing to control everything

	Messed-up relationship with food.



I talked about how Good Kids suffer in silence—how they look like they’re crushing life, but inside, they are not okay.

That video became my first viral post, and tens of thousands of people from all over the world flooded the comments, stunned. “This is my life,” and, “How are you inside my head?” they said. Every little detail tracked for them. I had put words to something they had felt their whole lives but never knew how to name.

That was the first time I used the phrase Good Kid, but I had started having these profound, goosebumps moments with clients in my counseling practice. I’d have a session with an adult, then later that day, sit with a child or teen. And it would feel like I was talking to the same person at two different points in time. Sometimes it felt like I was with my adult client’s younger self. Other times, like I was hearing from the grown-up version of my child client. The parallels were stunning.

Why did they struggle to ask for what they need and want?

They didn’t want to feel like a burden.

What fear kept them in a chokehold?

xviThat someone might be mad at them.

Which words consistently brought them to tears?

There is nothing wrong with you.

What was their deepest, most painful core belief?

That they’re hard to love. Unlovable.

What was the connecting thread?

Shame.

What became clear to me is that we all struggle with different things on the surface, but underneath we are all carrying the crushing beliefs that no matter how much we succeed, achieve, and accomplish, we’ll never outrun the fact that there is something fundamentally wrong with us. That we must be hypervigilant and make sure we only show the “good” side of ourselves because if people found out that we’re actually unlovable… they would leave.

I wrote this book to show you how that happened and to walk you through the very mechanisms that ingrained those beliefs so deeply inside you. You deserve to understand what happened to you. You deserve to understand why you go into Fight/Flight trying to set boundaries. You deserve to understand why it feels like your life is in actual danger at the thought that someone might be mad at you.

I know your life experience keeps reinforcing these things. You do the math and keep coming back to the idea that you’re the common denominator so it must be you. But this kind of hurt is sneaky. Quiet. Invisible. And it has a name: Relational Shame Trauma. Trauma that happened inside our relationships. It doesn’t look, seem or feel like trauma or chaos. Sometimes, it looks like being praised for not having needs. Sometimes, shame hides under gold stars.

Relational Shame Trauma is the reason you keep ending up in the same kind of painful relationships. It’s not because something’s wrong with you, but because your brain and nervous system are being drawn like a magnet to familiar xviirelationships… hoping this time it’ll finally feel safe. Hoping that this time you’ll finally be good enough. Hoping that this time, they’ll stay. That pattern isn’t proof that you’re the problem. It’s your brain and nervous system trying to heal.

You deserve to believe at the deepest level that you always were a story worth loving, exactly as you are. I wrote this book to help you understand all of this. Let these pages hold you the way you always deserved as you heal into believing these things for yourself. I’m proud of you and I’m cheering you on.
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The Good Kids Aren’t Alright


“A delight to have in class.”

“An old soul.”

“Never causes any trouble.”

“So mature for their age.”

“Such a Good Kid.”



If you grew up as a Good Kid, you probably heard these words a lot. Said with pride. Said with relief. Said like they were the highest compliment a child could receive.

And you were good. Quiet. Easy. Mature beyond your years. So disciplined, you basically parented yourself. The one who made life easier just by existing. The one who was helpful without being asked. The one who never needed support.

While other kids whined, misbehaved, pushed back, or melted down, you were, “the one no one ever had to worry about.” While other kids were emotional, demanding, or difficult, you were always “fine.”

And when life got hard—when everyone else was crumbling—you were “the one they could count on.”

Good Kids don’t get checked on. No one asks if they’re okay because they seem okay. They’re self-sufficient, capable, and successful. Independent and seemingly crushing life. So no one—not even they themselves—realizes they’re drowning in shame and suffering in silence.

But being “good” at surviving isn’t the same as actually being okay. And if no one ever checked in on you, then let this be the moment you begin to check in on yourself now. Because Good Kids deserve to be cared for, too.

4What Is a Good Kid?

The pressure to be “good” doesn’t land the same way for every child. Some kids are naturally more easygoing, more attuned to others and more sensitive to approval and rejection. When a parent’s love and care feels conditional—tied to performance, obedience, or making their life easier—the child doesn’t just hear the message to “be good,” they deeply internalize that their worth depends on it.

Good Kids are often naturally more easygoing and compliant rather than oppositional, making them especially vulnerable to that dynamic. Many also have a parent whose unhealed trauma, mental and physical health struggles, substance use and abuse, and/or a high-needs sibling, create an inconsistent and unpredictable environment. Sometimes, their parent is loving and warm… then suddenly they’re dismissive and cold.

The phenomenon of the “good” kid is complex and deeply rooted in familial and cultural expectations of what we believe kids “should” be like. All kids are relentlessly told to “be good” and punished for “not being good.” Yet, some kids are acutely aware of their fear of failure and disappointing others. This fear gets turned up to the max in the face of their parents’ crushing expectations of excellence at all costs.

Their parent’s emotional immaturity and discomfort with their own feelings means the Good Kid gets shut down, sent away and punished when they’re emotional. Their parent withdraws and withholds love, attention, affection, and a willingness to care for them as a punishment, not understanding the devastating impact of the silent treatment on their child.

The Good Kid needs their parent to be emotionally attuned to them, but instead they are emotionally attuned to their parent—always watching, walking on eggshells for fear of setting off their parent’s temper. This lack of emotional attunement from 5their caregiver means the Good Kid is left to deal with their own emotions without guidance, support, or soothing. The Good Kid will brilliantly adapt here and just try to never have emotions—by suppressing all emotion and figuring out a way to be fine, no matter what.

All kids try to be good—it’s part of wanting to belong and be loved. But Good Kids don’t just try to “be good”—they shapeshift into whatever the adults in the room need or want them to be. Good Kids suffer in silence and beat themselves up for falling short. Good Kids are praised for never needing the parent—for being so self-sufficient they basically parent themselves. And they don’t need to be punished because they’re constantly punishing themselves.

The Good Kid is that friend who always makes you feel so good about yourself. But inside, they feel like they’ll never be good enough and they’re viciously critical of themselves any time they’re anything other than perfect.

They people please to avoid conflict and confrontation, going into Fight/Flight trying to say no.

Good Kids feel guilty about everything and apologize even when they haven’t done anything wrong. They suppress their more unpleasant emotions and pretend they’re fine. They numb their distress with food or substances that can escalate to an eating disorder or addiction.

Good Kids are relentlessly high achieving—driven, capable, and fueled by a debilitating fear of failure. They pile their plate with more than they can handle, chasing opportunities to prove their goodness, held hostage by the crushing fear of letting others down. They over function until their body forces them to stop and crashes with burnout.

Beneath it all they’re haunted by a deep, unrelenting fear that something is wrong with them and they’re only lovable when they’re “being good.”

6“But I Had a Great Childhood.”

If you’ve ever thought this, let me start by saying: you are not alone. Our brains are wired to focus on the good—it’s a survival instinct. Parts of us push away and distract us from the hard stuff, convincing us that because our parent clearly loves us, worked hard to provide for us, and gave us so much, we don’t deserve to feel hurt, sad, or resentful. “We should be more grateful.”

I’m not here to convince you that you didn’t have a good childhood. I’m here to help you find your way back to the Parts of you that weren’t fine—but couldn’t show that on the outside. The Parts who took one for the team again and again and pretended they were fine. The Parts that swallowed their pain, pushed aside their needs, performed calm and learned to “be good”—no matter what it cost you.

We believe that because our childhood looked good in many ways, it was good—no matter how we actually felt inside. That gap between how things looked and how they felt is what makes this kind of trauma so sneaky, confusing and insidious. It has a name: Relational Shame Trauma, and it’s less about what happened on the outside and more about how we were made to feel about ourselves on the inside, in our relationships with our caregivers. For many of us, Parts of us hold onto the belief that it was good beyond logical reason and we end up carrying around these quiet, unseen wounds. But: love and harm can coexist. Your pain is real, even if your childhood wasn’t “bad enough” by some invisible, made-up cultural standard.

Relational Shame Trauma often takes root in the quiet, invisible moments. It doesn’t always come from outright neglect or abuse. More often, it grows in the subtle, wordless exchanges—how emotions were handled or, more often, ignored. It’s in the unspoken rules that taught you to 7“be good,” that not rocking the boat was more important than being real about how you felt. It’s in the way you were praised for being responsible, agreeable, or helpful, but made to feel ashamed when you were needy, upset, or struggling. It’s the unacknowledged expectation that love and approval had to be earned—through behavior, performance, and keeping everyone else happy.

You can have parents who loved you deeply but still left you carrying shame. Because for most of us, our parents truly didn’t know any better. They were carrying their own internalized shame, unresolved trauma, and outdated ideas of what parenting “should” look like. They believed things like “kids should always, always, always behave,” that “being ‘good’ means you respect your parents” and that “good kids don’t cry or complain,” and they raised us with those same beliefs—beliefs that made us feel like there was something wrong with us when we were emotional, messy, or just being kids.

The sneakiest part is that this kind of trauma doesn’t look, seem or feel like trauma. It feels like you—who you are. It feels like the anxiety that keeps you up at night, the perfectionism that drives you, the voice in your head that says you’re not good enough unless you prove yourself. You think that’s who you are.

It feels like apologizing when you’ve done nothing wrong and avoiding conflict at all costs because, if you didn’t, people wouldn’t want to be around you. Your Inner Critic is always there, whispering: “If people really knew who you are, they wouldn’t love you. They would be horrified.” It cuts so freaking deep. I see you.

Here’s the thing—you can love and appreciate your parents. You can honor the ways they tried to be the parent you needed. But your healing requires you to honor not just their intent but their actual impact on you, because that’s the part that shaped how you see yourself, how you move through the world, and how you show up in your relationships. It’s not about blaming 8them—it’s about being honest with yourself about what actually happened, so you can start to heal and do things differently for yourself. And maybe for your own kids, too.

It can feel like betrayal, like you’re being disloyal to your parents, to question the way they parented you. But you don’t owe your parents the kind of “loyalty” that means ignoring your own pain or pretending things didn’t hurt when they did. You deserve to have fierce loyalty to yourself—to your healing, to your well-being, and to the future you’re trying to build. You are allowed to love your parents and still hold space for the ways their actions or patterns hurt you. Denying your own experience doesn’t heal anything—it just keeps these freaking cycles going. And you, my friend, are here to break them.

You deserve to feel safe in your body, to believe in your inherent worth, and to live free from the weight of shame you were never meant to carry. You deserve to feel at home in your body and in your life—not constantly hustling for approval, not tiptoeing around conflict, not shrinking yourself to make others comfortable. You deserve to take up space, to show up messy and real, and to finally believe, deep down, that you were always enough, just as you are.

Meet Me: A Recovered Good Kid

I am still recovering from being a Good Kid.

Named “Most Likely to Succeed” in 5th grade, I was an Honor Roll student, successful in multiple sports and had lots of friends. I was always so happy and positive on the outside that when my boyfriend dumped me in high school, and I cried in front of my friends, they panicked because they had never seen me upset before. I was violating some secret agreement I had apparently made with life: I took care of other people emotionally. And… nobody took care of my emotional needs.

9I remember proudly telling a friend in college that I was simultaneously double majoring, taking 18 credit hours, working 20 hours a week, volunteering as an on-call Victim Advocate with the local domestic and sexual violence shelter, and training for freaking a marathon.

I thought I was fine. I really did.

I was “fine,” but stressed out all the time. I finally got myself into therapy, and we kept bumping into my desperate, frantic attempts to be perfect. All roads kept leading back to my deep desire to be good… enough.

My Therapist said it was anxiety. I didn’t feel anxious. But then it hit me like a bolt of lightning—my anxiety was the energy I carried trying to never upset anyone; never disappoint anyone; never be a burden on anyone. It came from bottling up every feeling, people pleasing like it was my job, and obsessing over doing everything perfectly.

I was so proud of never making mistakes—but at what cost? Because, once I noticed my thoughts, I actually worried about everything. I watched everyone’s moods like a hawk. I hustled and shapeshifted to make sure people liked me. I constantly checked in with others to make sure that we were “okay.” I was so scared of conflict, scared of making people mad or disappointed, my default state was hypervigilance.

As I pulled harder on this thread, I reached a very scary conclusion: this wasn’t me. This wasn’t my personality; it was trauma. My “personality”—my anxiety, my people pleasing, my perfectionism—was a bunch of trauma responses. As a kid, I relied on them religiously to manage a mother who struggled with an emotional instability, volatility and would ice me out to tame me back into being “good.” But I never grew out of them. And as an adult, I thought being “fine” was just how I was wired, but I was actually carrying all this unprocessed pain.

This was a total game changer and explained why looking at pictures of Little Me had started to feel like a gut punch. 10In therapy, I finally was able to connect with her—my tender, hurting Inner Child that I had spent a lifetime ignoring. She was needy like I expected her to be, but my instinctual reaction to her neediness surprised even me: I wasn’t annoyed; I wasn’t disgusted. I felt understanding, tenderness, and endless patience. It was like I was gesturing to her to crawl up in my lap for a snuggle and asking her to let me take care of her.

But loving her didn’t come easily at first. I met much more resistance than I expected—some Parts of me that struggled to see her as precious and lovable. Other Parts of me thought she was too much, too needy, too exhausting to be worthy of love and care. While other Parts of me needed her to be different than she was, to be lovable. Still, I felt this sacred responsibility to keep trying, to keep pushing through that resistance… for her. To not give up on her. To be someone who finally stayed and didn’t leave her when she was struggling.

I started checking in with Little Me throughout the day to see how she was doing, to let her know that she mattered to me. I told her that taking care of her felt like a privilege and a delight, not a burden. I practiced staying with her when she was struggling.

Shifting the way I related to Little Me made me notice how others related to Today Me—I paid attention to the people who stayed with Today Me when I was struggling. No matter how many shameful truths I revealed to them about how I was actually not perfect, my husband, Matt, and my therapist just kept on supporting me, believing in me and showing up for me. They didn’t flinch, they didn’t pull away from me, they met me in my most vulnerable moments without rushing me to be okay. This changed something so deep for me—I started to believe that maybe Little Me deserved this, too. The more I practiced staying with her, the more I saw the truth that I had never been able to see before: I had always been lovable. I didn’t have to be perfect to be chosen. I could support others 11and I was worthy of being supported by others. Love wasn’t something I had to beg for and brace to lose.

I learned in therapy how to stop bottling up my feelings and pretending I was okay all the time. Pretending messed me up. I realized it was actually a privilege—not a right—for people to get to be in my life. I started telling my nervous system, “You are safe now, I’ve got you,” and learned how to speak to my body in its own language (the language of regulation). And slowly, the people pleasing, perfectionism, hypervigilance, walking on eggshells—it all started to get better. I got better.

I finished graduate school. I opened my own therapy practice. And when I launched my Instagram account to share my insights, I was stunned to discover so many more like me around the world.

Over the years, I had not one but two different therapists tell me I am the most viciously self-critical client they have ever treated. And I clawed my way through the soul crushing shame that told me I was somehow “too much” and… not enough. I’ve healed more than I ever thought was possible and I really, truly love the hell out of Little Me and Today Me. I don’t beat myself up about every little thing anymore; I cheer myself on so damn hard. No more going into Fight/Flight trying to stand up for myself, I set boundaries and speak my needs like a boss. People can like me or not like me—that’s not my business. I don’t need others to see me as “likeable” to know and feel I’m lovable. I know who I am.

That healing has made space for me to give my children the mother they deserve—who apologizes when I hurt them. A mother who wants to know when I’ve hurt them, so I can make it right. A mother who doesn’t take their misbehavior and disrespect personally. A mother who lets them feel safe being fully human, with all their messy, developmentally appropriate struggles. A mother who doesn’t make them feel like they have 12to earn love or like something’s wrong with them. A mother who holds them accountable with love, not shame. So they’ll never have to go through all of this like I have.

I know it might feel like healing is out of reach—because nothing’s ever worked, right? But I’m living proof it can. And I’ve watched client after client walk themselves out of the same pain you’re carrying now.

Take my hand and together, we’re going to dismantle the ideas that you’ll never be good enough, that there is something fundamentally wrong with you and that you need to be perfect and achieve huge things in order to be lovable. Then I’m going to teach you how to break these cycles for your kids. Let’s go.

The Caterpillar’s Burden: The Cost of Expectations

Imagine a caterpillar, munching on leaves, crawling around on the ground. Someday, it will be a butterfly soaring through the sky. But, for right now, it is just a caterpillar.

Imagine we demand that the caterpillar fly. We criticize the caterpillar for not even having wings. We borrow a phrase from our childhood, and sternly tell the caterpillar, “I expected more from you.”

(Deep breath, I know that one cuts deep. Sorry.)

It would be ridiculous, right? We are being unreasonable. Caterpillars can’t fly. But the caterpillar is young. It doesn’t know that our expectations are impossible. It believes us that it should be able to fly. And because it doesn’t want to disappoint or let us down and is deeply afraid of failure, the caterpillar climbs up a tree trunk, stretches over the open air, jumps—

And plummets to the ground.

A little bruised but undeterred, it climbs, jumps, and falls again. And again. And again. But the caterpillar keeps climbing 13the damn tree. It’s now exhausted, terribly stressed and feeling ashamed from “failing” to meet our expectations. Because we said it “should” be able to do it. The problem isn’t the caterpillar. The problem is the expectation that it “should” be able to fly… without wings.

Because no matter how much pressure we put on the caterpillar to prematurely transform, it can’t speed up its metamorphosis, its transition into an adult.

Good Kids are the caterpillars made to believe they should have been able to be a butterfly. They stare down unrelenting pressure and expectations from parents, teachers, and society to be perfect, achieve everything, and always, always, always behave. It’s too much—they shoulder the pressure to be mature beyond their years and somehow more emotionally stable than the adults raising them.

The caterpillar would need so, so much freaking therapy to let go of the idea that it should have been able to fly. And Good Kids need so, so much therapy to let go of the idea that they must perform, please and accomplish in order to be lovable.

Our parents too were made to feel like they should have been able to be a butterfly. They passed down those unreasonable expectations because nobody ever told them: you were never failing—you were still a caterpillar.
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Good Kid Biology

Nervous System Development

Clients and followers often tell me they don’t remember their parents actively shaming them—it felt more like they shamed themselves.

So here’s the thing: kids typically start throwing tantrums around 18 months but don’t form long-term memories until about age five… so that’s a solid three and a half years of Big Feelings, boundary-pushing, tantrums, and misbehavior that our parents were woefully underprepared to handle in a loving, regulated way. During those years, even if we don’t consciously remember it now, they likely yelled, shut us down, threatened, punished, spanked, or otherwise handled our emotions in ways that felt overwhelming and incredibly unsafe. By the time we were five years old and forming memories, they didn’t need to say it anymore—we already knew how things went if we got too emotional, pushed back, misbehaved, or resisted. We had internalized their responses into a script that said to us, “It’s not safe to act like that” or “Don’t go there, or everything will get scary and fall apart.”

So if you can’t consciously recall those early years, remember that your body was there. Your brain and nervous system paid extremely close attention, and they remember. Their entire job was to keep you safe—both physically safe and safe within your relationships with your parents, because your survival depended on keeping that attachment with them intact. If, when you got mad, sad, or frustrated, this always led to yelling, punishments, or withdrawing love, your body learned quickly: Not safe! Shut 16it down. Hide how you really feel. Be extra nice and agreeable. Whatever it takes to keep from making them mad. Not fighting back wasn’t weakness—it was survival. It was your body’s brilliant way of protecting you from their anger, from being made to feel ashamed, from the terrifying sense that their love and care might be taken away.

Nervous System 101: Fight, Flight, Freeze, and Fawn

Before we go any deeper, it’s time to pause for a quick refresher on your nervous system. Your nervous system’s job is to detect threats and help you survive. When it perceives a threat—whether a physical danger or an emotional one (someone being mad or disappointed with you, being criticized, or feeling rejected)—your nervous system activates your survival response: Fight, Flight, Freeze, or Fawn. When the threat is the loss of your parent’s love, approval, and willingness to care for you, your nervous system adapts to keep you as acceptable, likeable, and low maintenance as possible.

You might not have used the words “nervous system response” before, but you probably know the feeling: your heart starts pounding, your chest feels tight, your stomach flips, and you suddenly feel like you need to run away, shut down, or fix everything immediately. That’s your nervous system going into survival mode. For so many of us, those reactions didn’t just show up when something physically scary happened—they kicked in when we felt rejected, shamed, or like we were in trouble with someone we loved.

Our nervous system is primarily concerned with safety, and our caregivers are meant to be a source of safety. When that safety is compromised, our parent feels like a threat. And our brain and nervous system shift, often automatically and unconsciously, to prioritize short-term emotional safety with our caregiver over longer-term well-being. Our parent’s impact 17on our nervous system was utterly profound in dictating how we react in the face of danger and threats. Let’s quickly walk through all four responses as they relate to Good Kids.

Sympathetic Activation (Fight or Flight): “Do Something” to Survive

Fight

Fight Response protects us when we feel threatened, but when fighting back feels unsafe—where speaking up leads to punishment, frightening anger and disappointment, and emotional withdrawal—our nervous system adapts and shuts down Fight Response to preserve connection with our caregiver. Instead of fighting back, Good Kids turn their Fight Response inward, silencing themselves, blaming themselves, and turning their anger and aggression on themselves. When our bodies get tense, our jaw clenches up and our stomach is in knots—but we say we’re “fine”—that’s our Fight Response, trapped inside. Still trying to keep us safe.

Flight

Flight Response is designed to get us away from danger. But what happens when the “danger” is the very person the Good Kid depends on for care and love to survive? They can’t physically run away so they emotionally check out and shut down, outrun their feelings, stay small and invisible, and avoid conflict at all costs. They’re always, always busy and on the go, feeling deeply uncomfortable with stillness. They never slow down to feel any discomfort or, really, anything.

When we feel overwhelmed and reach for our phone to numb out on, that’s our Flight Response still working to keep us safe.

Dorsal Vagal Shutdown (Freeze Response): “Do Nothing” to Survive

The dorsal vagal response, which governs both the Freeze and Fawn Responses, can lead to dissociation—18a numbing of emotional expression—along with a physical shutdown that suppresses the Fight/Flight impulse. This response leaves the child feeling helpless and immobilized, but also, paradoxically, hyper-aware and hyper-attuned to the caregiver’s needs, moods, and emotional state. In an attempt to stay emotionally safe, the child’s nervous system shifts into overdrive, focusing all energy on reading the environment and caregiver’s moods like a hawk and adjusting their behavior to avoid conflict or emotional rejection, at all costs.

You were deeply dependent on your parents for safety and connection, for your literal survival. Little You did the best they could with a brain that was underdeveloped and a nervous system finely tuned to detect any signs of disconnection from your parents because that could lead to a loss of support from them. Your survival depended on them being consistently loving and willing to care for you so when they got mad or disapproved of something you did and acted like they didn’t love you, or gave you the silent treatment and acted like you didn’t exist… it may have felt like your connection with them was in jeopardy, which your nervous system perceived as a threat to your survival.

Your prefrontal cortex—the part of your brain that helps you with regulating your emotions and logical reasoning—was underdeveloped and paralyzed by the potential shame. So it was not able to rationalize that “Mom is just upset right now, but I know she loves me.” The amygdala, the part of the brain that processes fear and detects threats, becomes highly activated when we sense conflict or disconnection with our caregivers. It floods our body with stress hormones which makes the whole situation feel completely overwhelming and terrifying. So the nervous system shifts into Freeze or Fawn.

Freeze

In Freeze Response, we feel immobilized, shut down, and numb. This can include dissociation—our brain and nervous 19system’s last line of defense is to take us offline consciously. We mentally check out or feel detached from the situation, as if watching it from a distance. When we grow up with emotionally unstable and emotionally unavailable caregivers, unable to help us with our Big Feelings, we spend a lot of time in Freeze Response, dissociating. When speaking up leads to being dominated into submission and mistakes feel catastrophic, our nervous system learns that the safest thing to do is… nothing. Dissociation becomes a survival skill.

Please be kind and gentle with yourself when you find yourself in Freeze Response—you are not lazy, there is nothing wrong with you. Your brain is taking care of you the best way it knows how to, when all else fails.

For Good Kids, dissociation can show up when the pressure to be perfect, please others, or suppress our true feelings becomes too much to bear. Instead of fighting back or running away, we might have learned to emotionally shut down to survive those moments of fear, shame, or overwhelm. Dissociation is the brain’s way of saying, “This is too much, so I’m going to protect you by pulling you out of it.”

Good Kids also commonly struggle with perfection-based procrastination, which is often a Freeze/Flight Response in disguise. When the fear of failure and making a mistake feels too overwhelming, their nervous system pumps the brakes and they get stuck in an overthinking, avoidance loop, procrastinating from a place of paralysis. Believing that they must do it perfectly, without any mistakes. But that feels completely overwhelming… so the safest thing to do is nothing at all.

Dissociation becomes a habit. Over time, it leaves us feeling disconnected—not just from difficult situations, but from our own needs, feelings, and even our sense of self. Reconnecting with ourselves requires patience, compassion, and a lot of practice listening to what our body and emotions are trying to tell us, without judgment.

20Fawn Response: “Make Yourself Small” to Survive

Polyvagal Theory and Attachment Theory speak to the pivot a child makes when they perceive their parent as a threat but cannot escape or fight back—they enter Fawn Response. The child attempts to avoid conflict and gain back the parent’s approval and willingness to care for them by appeasing them, and becoming hyper-attuned to the parent’s emotional state and suppressing their own emotions and needs. Fawn Response looks like parent pleasing—we apologize, smooth things over, and do whatever we have to do to please our parents and keep that connection and attachment with them intact. Fawn Response means abandoning ourselves—letting things go that hurt us and apologizing to them… when they owe us an apology. It means pushing down our hurt and Big Feelings and prioritizing their feelings, making sure they feel better. It means that our ability to feel okay depends on them being okay.

These patterns have followed you into your adult life—it’s why you have such a hard time knowing how you actually feel. It’s why you apologize all the time, even when you have nothing to apologize for. And it’s why you are so, so good at holding space for others when they’re hurting… but have no idea how to give yourself that same love and care. Or receive love and care if someone’s trying to support you. Please be gentle and kind with yourself when you people please (Fawn)—your brain and nervous system are in survival mode and have hijacked you to keep you safe. You can absolutely heal this—lots more to come on what healing looks like.

The Stress Cycle

The concept of Completing the Stress Cycle, developed by Drs. Emily and Amelia Nagoski, is all about helping your body physically process the stress responses it never got to complete. All those times our nervous systems activated Fight/Flight Response but then pivoted into Freeze (shut down) or 21Fawn (people pleasing) Response to keep us safe and connected with our caregivers, all that stress didn’t just go away—it got trapped in our body. Completing the Stress Cycle means giving our body the Fight/Flight movement it needed when it sensed danger but never got the chance to have.

We complete the Stress Cycle by gently moving our body and activating our muscles which helps communicate to our body in a language it understands (regulation) that we have moved away from the threat, we are now safe and it can stand down. You can do this with simple equipment-free movements like raising your knees, doing push-ups on the wall, air squats or walking around the building. It’s like letting the steam out of a kettle—a quick, physical release of built-up tension that allows your nervous system to return to a calmer, regulated state.

Your body still carries the stress from all the times you wanted to run but stayed, wanted to stand up for yourself but silenced yourself instead. Consciously releasing that energy physically by recruiting your muscles to help isn’t just stress relief—it’s teaching your nervous system in its native language that you are safe 
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27Good Kid Origins



	Their biological predispositions around natural temperament

	The relative chaos or safety and stability in their environment

	The relative chaos or safety and stability within their relationship with their caregiver

	The way the child is conditioned, particularly by their primary caregivers:

	Being rewarded and praised for “being good”

	Being harshly punished, rejected and having love, attention, affection and a willingness to care for you withdrawn and withheld for being “bad.”











	Yelling at you, especially when close by—“I’ll give you something to cry about!”

	Making threats about punishments

	Grabbing you aggressively

	Standing over you, taking over your personal space

	Slamming doors, slamming a hand down on furniture, throwing things, etc., to scare or startle you

	Spanking or threatening spanking or other violence.





	“I’m not mad, I’m just disappointed”

	Making you feel responsible for your parent’s emotions and well-being with guilt trips—“I can’t believe this is how you repay me after all I’ve done for you!”

	The silent treatment—withdrawing and withholding love, attention, affection, and care for discipline, until you earn back the parent’s approval

	Making you feel like you don’t deserve love because of your behavior

	Threatening to leave.




Good Kids vs. “Bad” Kids
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