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				Are you determined to raise kids who won’t need to heal from their childhood? Ready to break cycles, heal old wounds, and give your children the emotionally close relationship you always wanted from your parents? This is your road map.

				Therapist and groundbreaking attachment research educator Eli Harwood shares how we can give our children the gift of becoming the secure parent they deserve in this practical, no-nonsense guide. Organized alphabetically by topic for quick, targeted help, this guide will help you develop the presence (not perfection) your kids need from you.

				Discover how to deal with:

				
						Complicated emotional states like feeling angry, anxious, disgusted with our bodies, or rejected by our kids

						Insecure habits such as people-pleasing, toxic comparison, blaming, or self-doubt

						The lingering effects of trauma or loss
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			Introduction

			I know very few parents who intentionally choose to pass on problematic habits, immature emotional patterns, or generational trauma to their children. The overwhelming majority of us truly want the best for our kids and feel sick to our stomachs at the thought of being a source of disconnection, struggle, or trauma in their lives. And since you chose to pick up this book, I’m going to assume that’s also true for you.

			Like me you want your children to experience a secure childhood and a long-term positive relationship with you. You want to be able to give your children a healthier developmental experience than you had when you were growing up. Even if what you had was pretty darn good. And if your children are already grown, then you want to be able to mend the past and improve your relationship with them moving forward.

			We are in the same club! We’re not the perfect parent club or the parents who always know exactly what to do club; we’re the parents who are willing to deal with our sh*t because we’re passionate about having positive relationships with our children club. (Let me know if you can think of something catchier, obviously.)

			I wrote this book for us because I want us to have the maps, tools, and resources we need to avoid the pain of accidentally continuing (or creating) insecure, disconnected, or painful dynamics in our relationships with our offspring, whether they are two or fifty-two.

			It’s a quest my mom started in my family, and it’s one that my siblings and I are working to continue. Thankfully it’s a quest that has been journeyed by many courageous parents, and it has been validated as a worthy cause in the rich body of research on the parent-child relationship over the past century, or close to it.

			It’s not an easy quest, but that’s part of what makes it so profoundly impactful. The discomfort and challenges we encounter on this journey to becoming more emotionally reliable for our children are absolutely worth the cost. As we learn and grow, we not only develop better relationships with our children but also cultivate more peace, self-acceptance, and clarity on what matters in our lives.

			The Five Gifts of a Secure Parent

			Since developing secure relationships with our children is the most powerful parenting flex we have, let’s quickly review the five core experiences that our children require to feel truly secure in their relationships with us.

			
					
					The gift of feeling that we can handle their emotions

					“My parent cares about what I feel and knows how to support me.”

					

					
					The gift of feeling that we understand their perspectives

					“My parent listens to me and works to truly understand me.”

					

					
					The gift of feeling that we want them close to us

					“My parent lights up when I enter the room. They love being around me.”

					

					
					The gift of feeling that we show up for them in important moments

					“My parent shows up for me when I’m struggling and when I’m celebrating.”

					

					
					The gift of feeling that we accept them for their full, authentic selves

					“My parent is proud of every part of me.”

					

			

			The Sh*t That Gets in the Way of Secure

			Now that we have some clear goals of what we want to be able to offer our children, let’s get to the core reason for this particular book’s existence: the five gifts of a secure parent are far easier said than done! To give our children those experiences, we have to be relatively emotionally mature. We must know how to handle the incredibly complex landscape of human emotion without getting stuck in habits and reactions that lead to disconnection and alienation from our kids.

			We don’t have to be perfectly emotionally regulated all the time, that would make us robots. But there are certain habitual pitfalls that we should try to avoid and emotional skills we need to develop in order to cultivate the trust and emotional closeness our children need from us.

			Let’s think about our relationship with our children as a video game. We’ll call it Super Mario Parents. Mostly because Super Mario Brothers was one of two video games I played growing up (the other one being The Oregon Trail, which always ended with me dying of dysentery).

			The goal of our Super Mario Parents game is to create and retain a positive and close relationship with our children throughout each new level (age/stage).

			As we walk/run/jump through each level, we encounter obstacles that can block us from winning the game. In Super Mario Parents the goal of the game is to protect our relationship with our children.

			And just like any game worth playing, there are weird evil mushroom dudes trying to take us down. Things like unresolved trauma, perfectionism, and control habits. These “goombas” can really mess things up for us and our kids and prevent us from giving them the five gifts they need from us (this page).

			We are most effective in our human parenting quest when we are able to acknowledge our growth areas (our sh*t) with both self-compassion and determination to grow.

			The Process of Dealing with Our Sh*t

			I highly doubt that you will relate to every topic in this book. Especially because we all hold unique experiences and cultural backgrounds that influence our particular growth needs. No need to read it all at once or in any particular order. Use it as a reference guide to help you answer the questions, “How is my sh*t affecting my relationship with kids?” And “What can I be doing to grow more emotionally connected and sturdy?”

			I hope that reading this book will give you:

			
					
					A shower of ah-ha moments! “I recognize this negative attribute or habit in myself.”

				

					
					Motivation to make changes! “I see how this could affect my children and why they deserve my efforts to address this thing.”

				

					
					Increased compassion toward yourself! “I also see why I’ve handled this issue the way I have up until now, and I know it doesn’t mean I’m a bad parent.”

				

					
					Efforts toward growth! “I’m going to take the steps necessary to change the impact this issue has on me and my children.”

				

			

			You’ll also discover that some of these struggles overlap—a bit like baggage sets. If you struggle with managing anger (this page), you may also struggle with a numbing habit (this page). If you struggle with a people-pleasing habit (this page), you may also struggle with a perfectionism habit (this page). This is 100 percent normal. I’m working through a solid handful of these issues myself (“stressmess” is my middle name!), and I know and love and respect people navigating things in every single category here.

			Each topic is organized around these nuggets:

			
					
					A description of the issue

				

					
					A description of how the issue could negatively affect our children

				

					
					Practical things we can do to mature and grow around the issue

				

					
					Compassionate self-talk scripts: examples of things we can say to ourselves around the topic to encourage us to offer compassion to ourselves as we work on these issues

				

					
					Further reading recommendations[*] to help us dig deeper into our understanding of the topic

				

			

			Plus:

			
					Trusty Tidbits: snack-sized insights and advice sprinkled throughout to help us become the trustworthy parents we want to be

					Stop Signs: alerts to habits or emotional states that deserve urgent support (If you resonate with a Stop Sign, please stop reading and reach out to someone you trust, or to a community resource, and ask for support with the issue that you recognized in yourself.)

			

			Most important of all, I hope we can all hold onto the truth that the goombas on our path are not issues that bad parents struggle with, they’re issues that human parents struggle with.

			This Won’t Be a Walk in the Park, but…

			I will do my best to keep you feeling engaged, and I will definitely make a joke or two. But overall I’m guessing this book is going to feel less like a pedicure and more like getting a toenail or two surgically removed. (And as someone who is personally down one toenail, I can tell you that it’s not the worst medical procedure to go through, but it sure ain’t fun. Rest in peace, big toenail from my right foot.)

			Growth is rarely a walk in the park. In my almost two decades as a therapist, I don’t think anyone has ever left my office after facing a growth moment and said, “That was fun! I wish I could do this every day!”

			But just because it’s work and not necessarily fun doesn’t mean it won’t come with a tremendous amount of fulfillment and relief. It took me ten years to finally decide to remove my toenail.

			It had been unruly and mean to my foot for a long time, growing in the wrong direction and wreaking havoc on my ability to wear pointy-toed shoes. It was uncomfortable (and a bit expensive) to say adieu to my malfunctioning nail, but the relief I’ve felt since I finally let it go has been well worth the pain it took to remove it.

			Just like hiking up a mountain, this book will involve using your muscles, feeling tired, wanting to turn back at times, and acquiring a few blisters. But, and this is a big “but,” (big butt—haha! Sorry—I spend a ton of time with my twin five-year-olds) the view from the top is exquisite.

			Remember the gift of perspective can only come as a result of having walked up a hill. I hope that as you work through the topics in this book, you’ll find yourself surrounded by beautiful views. Even if that means you lose a toenail in the process.

			Heroes Have Allies

			You might be able to battle a few of these topics on your own, but most of them will be far easier to handle with help. I can say with confidence that there is no wiser choice in life than the decision to seek the support of others. For so many of us carrying generational trauma, asking for help feels like failure. But in reality it is often one of our greatest achievements.

			Emotional growth, healing, and change are team sports.

			Confide in sweethearts, friends, and trusted mentors, or find a therapist or support group that you genuinely feel connected to.

			(For more specifics on how to find a good therapist, check the Think of Finding a Therapist as a Dating Process section on this page.)

			Warning: Awards, Acknowledgments, and Gratitude Are Not Guaranteed

			Unlike public feats of heroism, our journeys to heal generational patterns are private and lack the expected glory that we deserve for doing something heroic.

			When we break cycles on behalf of our children, we also create a reality in which they cannot understand what we’ve done for them.

			If we can ensure that our children have enough food to eat, they won’t understand the pains of starvation that we protect them from. Without the ache of a chronically empty belly, our children can’t comprehend what a privilege it is to complain about the food on their plates instead of worrying that their plates are empty.

			That’s what generational progress looks like. We’ve changed the game. The fact that their understanding of “suffering” is different from ours also means their feelings of gratitude will be different. If our children are “ungrateful” to us for preventing them from experiencing so many painful realities, it means we’ve successfully separated them from those things.

			Even though our children may not be handing us parent of the year awards, that doesn’t mean we won’t feel the benefits of this work. We will be rewarded with close and authentic relationships with our children. We can savor the gift of knowing that our children intuitively trust that we’re people they can rely on when life gets crusty, musty, and tender.

			And we can always celebrate ourselves. I feel very proud of myself when I deal with one of these issues in my life. I take time to reflect on what I’ve done and let it seep into my identity and self-assurance. I am a mama on a mission, determined to give my kids a parent who is as emotionally healthy as possible. Sometimes just telling myself I am doing a good job is enough. Other days I give myself a nap or a cookie.

			If you need more acknowledgment, celebration, or reward during this journey, invite friends to celebrate you. Just don’t invite your kids. It’s not their responsibility, and since they don’t understand the pain that you protected them from, they can’t possibly give you the type of gratitude you are craving and deserve.

			A Word on Obstacle Courses

			“Wanna fly, you got to give up the shit that weighs you down.”

			—TONI MORRISON, Song of Solomon

			None of us are playing the same version of Super Mario Parents. It’s so important to remember this as we seek to work on ourselves and heal. We’re not all given the same number of coins or extra lives to help us survive obstacles along our way. And we aren’t facing the same volume of goombas in our way.

			As a heterosexual American woman with European ancestry, a supportive partner, a steady job, and legal status in my country of residence, I have a ton of advantages on my cycle-breaking journey.

			But we are not all equally supported and accepted by society.

			
					Some of us have obstacles of significant wreckage from childhood trauma.

					Some of us have obstacles of neurodivergence, either our own or our children’s.

					Some of us have obstacles of social/identity oppression and trauma.

					Some of us have obstacles of mental health struggles.

					Some of us have the obstacle of parenting without a partner or family support.

					Some of us have the obstacle of an abusive relationship.

					Some of us have the obstacle of financial insecurity.

					Some of us have the obstacle of war and rampant violence in our communities.

			

			It is important that we do the best we can with what we have and remember that we’re all playing different versions of the game.

			
				Skip Notes

				
					* Note that I do not agree with every single thing in all the recommended books and resources listed, and you don’t need to either. Find the resources that feel helpful to you, take the parts that resonate for your journey, and ignore the rest! We don’t need to align on everything to be able to support each other in some things.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				I: The Feelings

			

			One of the most important things we do for our children is learn how to maturely handle the tricky feelings that inevitably arise inside us as parents. For us to give them the first gift of a secure parent, to feel that we can handle what they feel, we have to be able to respond effectively in emotional moments.

			Of course this is no small feat.

			Learning how to cope with our feelings while our children are bubbling over with emotions at the same time is like trying to learn addition and subtraction in the middle of an algebra class. Even as a trained professional at handling feelings, I’m still regularly blindsided by the intense onslaught of emotions that comes with being a parent.

			Before we consider specific feeling states, let’s assess how we generally relate to our emotions.

			Avoidant Attachment

			If: Feelings Make You Want to Flee

			You Might Have: An Avoidant Emotional Pattern (colloquially known as an avoidant attachment style)

			Imagine that you grew up in a home where no one ever talked about football. Your family had a thing against football, and your parents got annoyed when a neighbor or a teacher had the audacity to acknowledge the sport. You had a vague idea of what football was, but you knew nothing about the rules of the game, how to score, how to defend, or even what gear to wear. You’ve always endeavored to stay away from football because you’ve been taught that it’s bad, and you don’t really want to find out why.

			Now imagine that one day you’re told that you’ve been put in charge of a football team. Your job is to teach your team how to be successful on the field. Without a clue of how to play yourself. (This would be me, the only things I know about football I learned watching Friday Night Lights! Go Tim Riggins!)

			Unfortunately for so many parents this is the reality we face when we first meet our children. We are given the task of helping our children learn to navigate their feelings, when our only training has been to avoid feelings altogether.

			This looks like:

			
					Ignoring, punishing, or distracting our children when they melt down

					
					Apologizing, coughing it away, distracting ourselves, or leaving the room when we feel emotional

					Believing that emotions are weak, useless, or burdensome to others

					Dismissing our children’s painful emotions by telling them they are “fine”

					Getting frustrated or despondent when we or our children are emotional

					Using a small vocabulary of words to describe our emotions or to help our children describe theirs (If the only feeling words you use to describe your inner states are “fine,” “okay,” or “great,” you probably need some more words to share your emotions with the people you love.)

			

			Our children are wired to seek us out as a safe haven during emotional storms. If we avoid their feelings or respond dismissively when they’re upset, they’ll quickly learn to stop coming to us in their tender moments. And if they don’t have an emotionally available substitute adult, they will also learn to avoid their feelings as their primary coping pattern.

			Remember this: teaching a child to ignore their emotions is not teaching them how to calm down, it’s teaching them how to shut down. Calm, a.k.a. regulated, is a state we experience when we sense that our feelings are understood and accepted and that we don’t have to handle them in isolation.

			Teaching our children that it is okay to feel and that we will be there to support them is the path toward helping them develop confidence, empathy, and resilience. Even when it’s incredibly inconvenient, as it so often is.

			Tips for avoiding avoidance (see what I did there?):

			
					
					Increase the amount of time you allow yourself to feel your feelings.

				

					
					Spend more time checking in with your own body sensations throughout the day and labeling them with feeling words.

				

					
					Communicate actively with your children that you are working on becoming more comfortable with feelings and emotions.

				

					
					Move toward your children when they are emotional so they can sense that you care and want to be near them even when they are “full of feels.”

				

			

			Anxious Attachment

			If: You Can’t Stop the Feelings

			You Might Have: A Preoccupied Emotional Pattern (colloquially known as an anxious attachment style)

			For others of us, feeling our feelings is our game. We bathe in feelings. We obsess about feelings. We feel feelings about our feelings until other feelings take over. This emotional pattern is also a coping mechanism. Obsessing about what we feel and what our children feel is an attempt to stay alert to changes in emotions that could lead to a loss of connection. It’s how we handle our deep-seated fear of abandonment.

			An obsession with emotions makes us preoccupied with them and distracts us from a secure experience. This pattern keeps us anxious and oversensitive to our children’s emotions.

			This looks like:

			
					Scanning our children constantly for their feeling states

					Catastrophizing the presence of feelings

					Worrying that we’re failing as parents if our children are upset

					Asking about feelings every other minute “just to make sure”

					Feeling calm only when our children feel calm, and feeling lost and upset when they feel lost and upset

			

			This approach to feelings is also problematic for our relationships with our children, as it leads us to hover and to cultivate an intrusive vibe in response to their emotional states. If Goldilocks had something to say here about preoccupied porridge, it would be that it’s too hot! (The avoidant porridge would be too cold.)

			While our children need us to notice and feel emotions, they also need us to be capable of tolerating and managing them. We want to show our children that we can have our feelings without our feelings controlling us.

			Tips for calming a preoccupied porridge:

			
					
					Limit questioning your children about feelings and emotions to once or twice a day.

				

					
					Write yourself a note on your mirror that says, “It is not my job to prevent my children from feeling emotional discomfort or pain; it’s my job to prevent them from feeling alone in their pain.”

				

					
					Start and end your day with a short relaxation exercise to calm your nervous system.

				

					
					Use phrases like “we will figure this out” and “I’m here, I got you” to remind yourself and your children that you can handle what they feel.

				

			

			Disorganized Attachment

			If: Feelings Feel Dangerous

			You Might Have: A Disorganized Emotional Pattern (colloquially known as a disorganized attachment style)

			When feelings (especially the tender and challenging ones) feel scary or deeply unsettling, it’s usually due to a history with caregivers or partners who frightened us. They held abusive mindsets or had severe mental illnesses or drug addictions that caused them to act in erratic and frightening ways when we were emotional. The internal wires for “I am feeling something” became linked with the wires for “Something really bad is about to happen,” activating our threat response systems when emotions were present.

			This is especially true if we were punished for having feelings. (I’m thinking about a dear client who was locked in a closet as a child for crying at bedtime; he wasn’t allowed to leave the dark, lonely closet until he stopped crying.) In these cases our relationships to feelings are deeply influenced by our traumatic experiences.

			These traumatic experiences are embedded in our nervous systems and make it hard for us to feel safe, even when the feelings are coming from our small children who hold no real power over us and need our help to learn how to regulate their emotions.

			This looks like:

			
					Getting angry or enraged at our children when they are tender or sad

					Assuming that our children are trying to gain power over us or hurt us when they’re struggling emotionally or behaviorally

					Experiencing trauma reactions, including fight, flight, freeze, faint, or fawn, when our children are feeling frustrated or angry

					Shutting down and going numb when our children are upset

					Feeling justified in calling our children names or shaming them when they are in a state of distress

			

			Tips for organizing our responses to feelings:

			
					
					Seek out trauma focused therapy to help you separate past trauma from present needs.

				

					
					Set a daily alarm on your phone that says, “My children are not giving me a hard time, they are having a hard time.”

				

					
					Be as compassionate toward your own emotional states as you can. The more you treat your tender emotional states with compassion, the easier it will be to do the same for your kids.

				

			

			Secure Attachment

			If: Feelings Feel Important and Manageable

			You Might Have: A Secure Emotional Pattern (colloquially known as a secure attachment style)

			This is what I want for all of us. To be able to notice what we feel, uncover whatever needs are cradled within those feelings, and then respond effectively to those needs.

			When we have a secure pattern with emotions, we understand that feelings are helpers.

			Our feelings can inform us about what is happening at any moment (or what happened in a past moment that’s being triggered in a present moment) and can offer us guidance on how to navigate the moment successfully. While our emotions can occasionally get unruly (particularly when we’ve been up all night), they’re ultimately here for us. If we work with them instead of trying to shut them down or blow them up, our feelings will bolster our well-being.

			This looks like:

			
					Offering compassion when our children feel tender

					Validating our children when they feel angry or upset

					Guiding our children in effective coping strategies that help them move through their emotions instead of shutting them down

					Apologizing and repairing when we’re not able to offer care or concern immediately

					Modeling acknowledgment of feelings within ourselves

					Recognizing when our present feelings are actually about past experiences

					Taking the time to regulate our bodies when our feelings are flooding us or making it hard for us to make kind and calm choices

			

		

	
		
			
				How to Deal with Feeling

				Angry
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			“Focused with precision, anger can become a powerful source of energy serving progress and change.”

			—AUDRE LORDE, The Uses of Anger: Women Responding to Racism

			Having angry feelings does not make us bad parents, and our children aren’t being bad when they’re feeling angry. Anger is a core human emotion, albeit a tricky one to learn how to tolerate and manage.

			How we feel about anger depends on the cultures we grew up in and the identities we held within them. For example, as a girl growing up I intuitively learned that anger was “unbecoming” for my gender. If I showed any anger, I could easily be labeled as “difficult” or worse. Whereas if the boys around me showed anger, they were far less likely to be negatively labeled for having it. This taught me to turn my anger inward, seeing it as a liability. It’s taken me many years in therapy to learn to trust my anger and to see it as an important piece of information in my body.

			Whatever cultural messages we’ve absorbed about anger, we need to identify and evaluate them so we can choose which messages are helpful, and which messages need to be flushed down the toilet.

			Regardless of the different attitudes we learned about anger growing up, our children need us to develop a positive relationship with it now so that we can be an example and resource for them when they are feeling angry.

			“But lady,” you say, “anger is destructive and dangerous—I’ve seen it first-hand!” You’re not wrong. Anger can be incredibly detrimental, but only when it isn’t acting alone. Anger gets out of control when it is caught up with shady influences such as abusive beliefs, toxic entitlement, or explosive expressions or behaviors.

			But when anger is not under the influence of those other destructive characters, it’s simply a flashlight that illuminates needs that require our attention. If we’re feeling desperate or are being harassed, mistreated, neglected, or misunderstood—or we’re watching this happen to someone we care about:

			Anger’s job is to motivate us to take action to care for ourselves and others when something important has gone awry. Anger is a helper.

			If we put in the work to understand our angry feelings and manage our responses to them, we can teach our children to do the same.

			I have worked very hard to befriend my anger and see “her” as an ally in my journey to stay alive and to have healthy relationships. Now when she knocks on my door, I greet her with curiosity, knowing that she always has something to share with me about what I am needing.

			She might knock when my kids ruin something I care about. She knocked very clearly one day when I took a three-minute potty break and returned to our living room to discover that my brand-spanking-new couch had been covered in a red Sharpie abstract art piece that could only be titled The Eighteen-Month-Old Twins Somehow Got Marker Contraband.

			I dramatically snatched the Sharpies off the couch and told my twins, “Mommy is mad and needs some space to let out her anger,” then I ran out to the porch to have a good old-fashioned temper tantrum. My anger was directing me to process a loss I had to face—the loss of the delusion that I could buy a new couch and keep it clean with small rugrats still at large in my family.

			After I stomped and grunted enough to get some of my anger out, I googled all the possible ways to remove Sharpie from a leather couch. I was then able to gain some perspective and even laugh a little. This is why we can’t have nice things. Or Sharpies.

			Anger also shows up in far more serious situations, such as when someone is being mistreated or an injustice is playing out on an individual or group scale. Anger motivates us to process violations and unfair circumstances. In its pure form it guides us to take action by listening, witnessing, and offering whatever support we can.

			How Does Our Anger Affect Our Children?

			As long as our anger is managed and handled maturely, it acts as a model for our children. But alas many of us did not have those examples in our own childhoods. Here are some different unhealthy generational anger goombas that can get in the way of us offering our children what they need from us.

			“I Am Never Angry”

			If we ignore, deny, or bury our angry feelings, we are also looking away from what the anger is trying to help us address. And if we never allow ourselves to acknowledge and feel our anger, we can’t help our children with theirs. Suppressing and ignoring anger is not the same as having a healthy relationship with it.

			Examples of anger suppression in parenting:

			
					Leaving the room immediately when we’re angry, or our children are angry, and waiting until the feelings subside without acknowledging or addressing the anger (avoidance)

					Pretending that we’re not angry and changing focus away from our anger to hide it from our children (denial)

					Denying that we’re angry when our children ask or point it out to us (gaslighting)

					Focusing attention on “positive things” when we are faced with angry feelings (toxic positivity)

			

			If we’re never able to feel our anger, it will compromise our ability to offer our children gift #1, to show them we can handle their emotions. If they sense that we can’t manage our own anger, they will not trust us to truly empathize with theirs.

			It can also compromise gift #4, compromising our ability to show up for them when they are experiencing violations or struggles that involve anger.

			Lastly it can compromise our ability to give them gift #5, for them to feel that we accept and celebrate them for their full, authentic selves. This is especially true for those children who have fire inside their bones around injustice. If we try to suppress their anger like we have our own, it might put out their light or teach them to hide it from us.

			“I Lose Control When I Feel Angry”

			Anger can also become a problem in our lives and our children’s lives if we don’t know how to manage our responses to it. If we react and escalate when we’re angry, our children will probably feel afraid of us. And if that’s the case, they have only two options in response—to hide from us or to escalate their own anger to battle us.

			Examples of out-of-control anger in parenting:

			
					Reacting with a harsh voice and angry facial expression when our children make mistakes (we all do this from time to time—it is a problem if we do it often and without repair and accountability after)

					Justifying intimidating behavior toward our children when they feel angry or defiant in some way toward us

					Fixating on how we feel the world has wronged us as our primary view of our story

					Blowing up at our children, or anyone else in our lives, in front of our children when we feel angry

					Giving our children, or other people, the silent treatment or “stonewalling” them when we feel angry

					Raging at other drivers on the road when they aren’t behaving how we want them to

					Using denigrating terms or intimidating postures with strangers in real life or with people on the internet or television

			

			It is never okay to turn our anger into physical harm toward our children. Nor is it okay to turn our anger into insults or threats directed at our children. (If you do this, see the Stop Sign on this page.) Our children have a right to emotional and physical safety, and it is our job to do whatever it takes to keep our children safe, even when we are full of outrage about their behavior or dysregulation.

			If our anger is out of control, it prevents our children from receiving gift #1, to feel that we can handle their emotions, because it shows them that we cannot even handle our own.

			It also gets in the way of gift #2, to feel that we care about their perspectives, because our anger leads them to hide their feelings and needs out of fear that they’ll trigger an eruption in us. As well as messing up #4, to feel that we show up for them in important moments, because our out-of-control anger becomes a source of fear for them, and we can’t help them if we are the cause of their distress.

			“I Feel Angry All the Time”

			When we feel angry all the time, our children come to see us as angry people. They’ll most likely avoid any opportunities for closeness with us because they don’t want to be near the tension that our presence brings into the room.

			Being chronically angry is always an indicator that something is significantly awry in our life or within ourselves.

			We might have unresolved trauma (this page) that puts us on edge and leaves us reactive, exhausted, and angry.

			We might be stuck in a situation that leaves us feeling unsafe and constantly on guard (such as abuse).

			We might have problematic beliefs and expectations of ourselves or others that trigger constant anger.

			We might have unaddressed mental health needs.

			When we’re angry all the time, it gets in the way of all five gifts of a secure parent (this page). We cannot offer our children regulation, support, delight, understanding, or full permission to be themselves with us if we’re constantly embroiled in an anger cloud. Our energy becomes repellent to their nervous systems. If we want to give them those five gifts, we have to figure out how to live outside of an angry emotional state.

			
				
				[image: STOP]

				If you have ever resorted to physically harming your child (or are feeling the urge to) in the heat of an angry moment, it’s a strong indicator that you’re drowning in trauma and dysregulation, and you need some extra care and support to stop a destructive train.

				I don’t want you to feel like I’m bossing you around, but I know that when I’m in a potentially desperate place, it can be comforting to receive clear, step-by-step guidance.

				Please be kind to yourself. This is not a sign that you’re a monster; it’s a sign that you’re struggling.

				Immediately call someone you trust and ask them to help you in whatever way relieves some of the present desperation you’re feeling.

				Reach out to the resources trained to help, such as:

				
						
						US-based mental health resources for parents: Mental Health America (MHANational.org) | Prevent Child Abuse America (PreventChildAbuse.org)

					

						
						Parent-Child Interaction Therapy, which has been shown to prevent child maltreatment by addressing behavioral concerns in children aged two to seven: PCIT International (PCIT.org)

					

						
						International resources for parents: Global Initiative to Support Parents (Support-Parents.org) | UNICEF Parenting (UNICEF.org/parenting)

					

				

			

			
				Trusty Tidbit

				TIPS FOR EFFECTIVE APOLOGIES

				1 Make Apologizing a Relational Rhythm

				Apologizing to our kids is a powerful way to earn trust. It shows our children that we care more about our relationship with them than we do about having control over them. It also normalizes being human and making mistakes from time to time (or every day if you’re like me).

				2 Don’t Over-Apologize

				If we apologize for every breath we take or every time our children are remotely uncomfortable, it can dilute the effectiveness of an apology. Over-apologizing is a trauma response, and it communicates to our children that we feel insecure about our place in the world. This makes it harder for them to trust that we can be relied on.

				3 Forgive Yourself Before You Apologize

				We must always forgive ourselves before apologizing to our children. Why? Because we will be looking for them to forgive us instead of helping them to feel seen, validated, and supported in connection to whatever we did or didn’t do. And when we respond to ourselves compassionately after messing up with our kids, it helps them learn to respond compassionately to their own mistakes.

				4 Learn from Your Mistakes

				When we say we’re sorry but make no efforts to change or learn from the pain we caused someone else, our apologies lose significant luster. The most powerful apologies are followed up by genuine change and ongoing awareness.

			

			Let’s Grow!

			Dealing with angry feelings is a bit like Goldilocks and her process of finding the right porridge temperature. We don’t want to shove our anger away so far that we’re disconnected from the wisdom it brings us (toooooo cold). We also don’t want to blow it all around the room and unleash emotional or physical fists anytime we feel angry (toooooo hot). We want to show our children how to notice, understand, and respond to anger in ways that lead to greater self and community care (juuuust right).

			Here are the growth steps required to learn how to manage anger:

			Acknowledge Angry Feelings

			The first step to managing our anger is to simply (and compassionately) acknowledge when it shows up. According to Dr. Dan Siegel and Dr. Tina Payne Bryson, when we accurately tell ourselves we are experiencing an emotion (“I am feeling angry”), it helps to calm the “cortical firing” in our brains. They call the phenomenon “name it to tame it.”

			Study Your Angry Feelings

			To effectively manage anger, we have to notice the physical sensations it creates in our bodies. This is similar to potty training. During potty training we learned to notice the sensations in our bladders or bowels and to link those sensations with words (“I have to pee or poop”), and then we learn to link those sensations with an action (“I therefore need to go to the bathroom”). What sensations do you notice arise in your body when anger is present? I notice that my temperature rises and I feel a bit sweaty. I also notice that my muscles and hands contract, and my jaw clenches.

			Tolerate (Pause and Feel) Your Anger

			This means instead of trying to eliminate our anger, we’re trying to train ourselves to feel its presence in our bodies without reacting to it by either shutting it down or amplifying it. If we can allow ourselves to feel our anger without reacting to it, we can create the necessary pause that lets us make decisions instead of having reactions.

			Excavate Your Anger

			Researcher Brené Brown says that anger is a secondary emotion, meaning that where there’s anger, other more vulnerable emotions and needs are also present. If we view anger as a

			
			
			
			
			
			
				
				
				
				
				
				
			

			Compassionate Self-Talk Scripts

			
					“These feelings in my body mean that I’m angry, but they don’t mean that I’m unsafe. I can tolerate the sensations while I listen to what they’re telling me about what I need.”

					“Underneath my anger is an unmet need to be discovered, and the more I listen to what I need, the less angry I will feel.”

					“It is my responsibility to manage my anger no matter what triggered it.”

			

			Further Reading
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