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Dedication

For every parent who ever trusted me enough

to share their story





Medical Disclaimer

This book is designed to provide you with general information about parenting and health, so that you can be a better-informed health consumer and parent. This book is not intended to provide a complete or exhaustive treatment of this subject; nor is it a substitute for advice from the health practitioners who know you and your child best. Seek medical attention promptly for any medical or psychological concern you or your child may be experiencing. Do not take any medication without obtaining medical advice. All efforts were made to ensure the accuracy of the information contained in this publication as of the date of writing. The author and the publisher expressly disclaim any responsibility for any adverse effects arising from the use or application of the contents herein. While the parties believe that the contents of this publication are accurate, a licensed medical practitioner should be consulted in the event that medical advice is desired. The information contained in this book does not constitute a recommendation or endorsement with respect to any company or product.





Contents

Cover

Title Page

Dedication

Medical Disclaimer



Introduction

1.     Parenting in an Age of Anxiety

2.     Work-Life Imbalance 

3.     The Why of Distracted Parenting 

4.     The Truth About Parenting

5.     The Thinking Part of Parenting

6.     How to Boost Your Enjoyment of Parenting

7.     How to Tame the Anxiety, Guilt, and Feeling of Being Overwhelmed

8.     The Guilt-Free Guide to Healthier Living

9.     Parenting as a Team Sport

10.   Parenting Strategies That Work for You and Your Child

11.   Finding Your Village

Author’s Note



Acknowledgements

Notes for Readers Who Want to Know a Little More

Index

About the Author

Praise

Also by Ann Douglas

Copyright

About the Publisher





Introduction

A funny thing happened on the way to writing this book. I almost ended up not having a book to write!

Okay, the situation wasn’t quite that dire, but it was pretty dire in the early days, as I found myself scrambling to find parents who were willing to be interviewed for a book about being the happiest, healthiest parent possible—and raising the happiest, healthiest kid. Here’s how things played out time and time again during the earliest stages of my book research: I’d approach some parents, tell them about the book, and ask them if they’d be willing to be interviewed. The parents would initially express great enthusiasm for the project, telling me that there was a tremendous need for just such a book, and that, in fact, they couldn’t wait to rush out and pick up a copy for themselves.

And then, boom, the parents would turn down my request for an interview.

It wasn’t that they didn’t want to help, they were quick to explain; it was just that they didn’t feel qualified to help. Yes, they were parents, but it’s not like they were especially good parents. In fact, truth be told, they believed they were pretty much doing it all wrong. They simply didn’t have any business being interviewed for a book about parenting. You understand?

The first few times this happened, I shrugged my shoulders and moved on. But then it kept happening. And I started to wonder how it could be that the most educated generation of parents ever was experiencing such a collective crisis in confidence. This was my first clue that things were going to be a little different when it came to writing this book. My gut instincts were telling me that something about parenting had changed. It was the first time in all my years of interviewing parents (twenty years, fifteen books) that I’d ever encountered this kind of resistance and fear.

Oh yeah, fear! That reminds me: I need to tell you about the fear . . .

If you’ve read any of my previous books, you know that the parent stories aren’t just part of the book; they are the book. So, it’s not as if I’m a newbie when it comes to interviewing parents—finding them, recruiting them for interviews, and establishing the kind of trust that allows people to speak frankly and openly about their experiences.

But this time around, something felt different. Parents were much more cautious. Some even seemed to be afraid of the possible consequences of speaking frankly about their experiences. They worried that someone might figure out that they were that mom who expressed resentment and profound disappointment about the way her marriage evolved after baby, or that dad who lamented the impact of parenthood on his career. One parent was so afraid that her identity might be revealed that she pretty much entered the witness protection program, setting up a separate email account and creating a unique online identity for herself for anything even remotely touching upon the book interview process. Yep, her fear ran that deep.

Around the same time that all that was happening, I began to notice a growing trend: a really nasty tendency to name and shame parents—and kids—online. I quickly concluded that most of us mere mortal parents are just one moment of inattention or parenting bad luck away from being forever known as that shamefully awful parent who did such and such a thing, with accompanying photos and video if it happened to be a particularly hellishly unfortunate day. This is not to imply that parents haven’t been on the receiving end of harsh societal judgment since pretty much the beginning of time, and certainly since long before the smartphone ever came along. But because there was no permanent and instantly retrievable record of your least proud moment of parenting, there was always the hope that other people’s memory of the incident would fade over time. Of course, there’s no such luck in the age of Google.

So, I’m not surprised that parents are a little more reluctant to bare their souls in an age of instant judgment and even quicker retribution. Add to this the fact that our expectations of ourselves as parents continue to notch up ever higher, and you’ve got the ingredients for a perfect storm—a perfect tsunami, actually—of parental anxiety, guilt, and feeling overwhelmed. It makes perfect sense, then, that parents today are a bit warier about speaking frankly and openly (at least under their real names) than they were when I first started writing books about parenting twenty years ago. The stakes seem so much higher nowadays—frighteningly so, in fact.

It was this realization that got me thinking: Why is everything so high stakes? Does parenting actually have to be this hard? Why is it so hard? Is there something we can do to make it a little easier—to boost our enjoyment of parenting and ditch some of the anxiety, guilt, and feelings of being overwhelmed along the way? This book is my attempt to answer those questions.

How This Book Is Organized and Who This Book Is For



So, now that I’ve told you how the book came about, I suppose I should tell you a bit more about what the book is about and who it is for. For starters, I’ll give you a snapshot of what you’ll find as you begin to make your way through its various parts.

The first few chapters in the book get right down to the nitty-gritty, zeroing in on the reasons why so many of us are feeling stressed, overwhelmed, and—of course—guilty. I talk about what’s fuelling our anxiety as parents, and the impact that has on ourselves and our kids; why work-life imbalance is such a huge and growing problem, and why work-life guilt is so pervasive and so misplaced; and how technology is impacting family life in far-reaching ways, and what we can do to turn the situation around (in realistic, non-guilt-inducing ways). Finally, I challenge the prevailing notion that parenting is, by definition, an exercise in misery. Spoiler alert: it isn’t parenting that’s making us miserable; it’s all the stuff that gets in the way of parenting.

In the heart of the book, I talk about the all-important role you have to play in making things better for yourself and your kids. Not only are you your kids’ role model (but no pressure, okay?), you also have the ability to set the emotional tone for the family. Yes, it starts with you: how you feel about parenting, how you think about parenting, what strategies you use to manage your moods, minimize stress, increase your energy level, and safeguard your physical and mental health, and how you encourage your kids to do the same. It’s also about choosing the right parenting strategies—parenting strategies that work for parents and kids as opposed to parents or kids—and nurturing your relationship with your child’s other parent and/or your partner. This section of the book is all about boosting your enjoyment of parenting and becoming the happiest, healthiest family you can be—in other words, getting more of the good stuff and less of the annoying stuff that can just plain wear a person down.

The final chapter recognizes that while it starts with you, it certainly doesn’t end with you. After all, if it takes a village to raise a child, it takes a village to support that child’s parent. This part of the book is all about tapping into support from that village—or building that village from scratch, if need be. It’s also about imagining a world that would actually make things better for kids and parents, and figuring out what it would take to make that happen. It’s about making the shift from thinking of parenting as a personal problem and embracing the idea that raising up the next generation of citizens is both a hefty responsibility and an exciting opportunity that we should embrace collectively. So, yes, it may start with you, but it can’t end with you, not if we’re going to make things better in a meaningful way—a way that improves the quality of life for every parent and every kid in the village.

As for who this book is for, that part’s easy. It’s for pretty much anyone who’s a parent. It doesn’t matter if you’re brand new to the world of parenting or if you’re a more seasoned veteran—someone with many years, and possibly even decades, of parenting under your belt. It doesn’t matter if you have a single kid or a houseful of kids; if you’re living on easy street or struggling to get by on an impossibly tight budget; if you feel like you’ve basically got your parenting act together or if you’re totally convinced that you do not. There’s something in this book for you.

The book is peppered with the experiences of all kinds of parents at every conceivable stage of parenting who are grappling with both ordinary and extraordinary circumstances. What these parents have in common is their willingness to be incredibly honest about both the joys and the struggles that are parenting, in the hope of making things better for some other mom or dad.

Because this book is based on interviews with Canadian parents, it has a decidedly made-in-Canada flavour and feel. That’s not to say that I don’t dip across the border and around the world to highlight important research and other findings that are relevant to our lives as parents. But I run all that data through a maple syrup–infused filter to ensure its relevance to Canadian parents. I hope you’ll find this perspective valuable and helpful.

Enjoy the book!

P.S. As always, I would welcome your input and comments for future editions of this book. You can contact me via my website at anndouglas.ca.





Chapter 1

Parenting in an Age of Anxiety

I feel like every interaction with the kids—every decision that we make as parents—has this huge weight associated with it. How is this going to impact them as they grow into adults? Is this the right thing to do? Will this set them on the right path? 

—Katie, mother of three school-aged boys

If you’ve got kids, you’ve got worries. That’s the way it’s always been and the way it will always be. As a parent, you’re asked to keep one eye on the future and the other eye on the here and now, to simultaneously care for the person your child is today and to nurture along the adult your child will eventually become. It can be a mind-blowing and dizzying task. And it seems to me that it’s getting harder. It sometimes feels like we’re being invited to play an Alice in Wonderland–type game called parenting—a game where no one actually bothers to explain how the game is played but where everyone is quick to judge if you happen to break any of the game’s unspoken rules.

Part of the problem, of course, is that no one seems to understand the rules. We are, after all, living at a time when the world seems to pivot and shape-shift every time we check our news feeds. It’s hard enough to make sense of our world as it is right now let alone to allow ourselves to imagine how very different our lives and our children’s lives are likely to be in the not-so-distant future. And this, in a nutshell, is what’s fuelling a lot of our anxiety as parents—the feeling that the future is intruding on our lives in the here and now, making everything about parenting feel impossibly high-stakes.

Parenting is, after all, the ultimate leap of faith. You’re asked to sign up for an extended mission without knowing up front what the terms of engagement actually are—and knowing that the terms of engagement will be endlessly rewritten along the way. As sociologist Kerry Daly noted in The Changing Culture of Parenting, a think piece written for The Vanier Institute of the Family back in 2004, “The culture of parenting is one that is shaped by the challenges of an emergent future rather than a settled past.” Is it any wonder then that we find the job of parenting so unsettling?

But something about this moment feels different. The future feels frighteningly close. We’re being asked to prepare our children for a world that seems harsher and less forgiving, a world where the life scripts that seemed to make sense for recent generations (study hard, get a job, get married, buy a house, start a family) no longer seem to apply, where there are few, if any, guarantees. Add to that increasingly alarming (albeit sometimes alarmist) headlines about our looming apocalyptic future—a world ravaged by climate change and controlled by artificial intelligence; a world where decades of social progress can be wiped away with a single stroke of a politician’s pen—and you can see why so many of us are approaching peak parental anxiety. This isn’t what we signed up for when we decided to become parents.

Anxiety is a perfectly rational response to the state of the world, a perfectly understandable response to an increasingly uncertain future. This chapter is all about understanding the roots of a key piece of that anxiety—economic anxiety—and figuring out how to manage that anxiety, for the sake of both ourselves and our kids. Because here’s the thing: there’s a growing body of evidence to show that the economy has a major impact on our parenting. And, yes, I’ll be talking about that too.

A Multi-Layered Economic Anxiety Sandwich



Do you find yourself worrying about your ability to provide for your kids financially, or whether they’ll be able to provide for themselves in years to come? (Or both. You’re definitely allowed to answer “both” to this one.) If you find yourself worrying about your family’s bottom line, you’re certainly in good company. Economic anxiety has crept into the lives of growing numbers of parents—and it’s spilling over into the lives of their kids too.

How could it not be so? There’s so much to worry about: sky-high rental and housing prices, child-care fees that can feel like a second mortgage, soaring college and university tuition fees—and that’s just for starters. Where the real anxiety sets in is when we talk about jobs. As American author and journalist Malcolm Harris noted in his recent book Kids These Days, “It’s harder to compete for a good job, the bad jobs you hope to fall back on are worse than they used to be, and both good jobs and bad jobs are less secure. The intense anxiety that has overcome . . . childhood flows from a reasonable fear of un-, under-, and just plain lousy employment.”

In the good old days, education used to be a guaranteed ticket to a really good job—the kind of job you could plan a future and build a life around. That simply isn’t the case any longer. We’re living in an era of increasingly precarious employment—a time when knowing when you’ll be working and how much you’ll be making a day or a week from now is fast becoming a luxury. Is it any wonder that 40 percent of workers now report that anxiety about their employment interferes with their personal and family lives on a regular basis?

The anxiety can be particularly intense for young people who are trying to establish a foothold in the job market so that they can launch themselves out of their parents’ basements and into the world. It’s increasingly difficult to find a job that actually pays the bills, even if you’re a twenty-something who is highly motivated and highly qualified. It’s a point that Toronto educational consultant Alex Usher made in a series of recent posts for his blog. Not only have employment rates for recent university graduates not fully recovered from the point at which they hit rock bottom (that was back in 2010), but wages paid to new graduates have continued to tumble. Income (in inflation-adjusted dollars) is continuing to fall slightly, as it has ever since the recession set in. “The decline differs somewhat by field of study, but the direction is unmistakable—down 10% since 2005 in Business, 17% in Humanities, and 21% and 23% in Education and Physical Science respectively,” he noted. And it’s not just jobs in certain niche fields, he stressed. Some fields that might seem to offer tremendous potential when it comes to income simply haven’t been delivering on that front. In fact, if you compare the income earned by new graduates before and after the 2008 to 2009 global recession (which Usher does by comparing income reports two years post-graduation for students graduating in the years 2005 and 2014), you find income declines of 24 percent for students who studied food science and nutrition; 20 percent for students who studied kinesiology, life sciences, and agriculture; and 16 percent for law and dentistry. His takeaway message? The wage dip is pretty widespread: “If incomes in dentistry and humanities are falling at more or less the same rate, it’s probably fair to conclude that whatever’s going on with graduate salaries, it’s economy wide, not confined to some mythical group of medieval historians pouring coffee at Starbucks.”

But wait, it gets worse!

At least, for now, there are actual jobs to chase after. In the not-so-distant future, there may be fewer and fewer jobs available (for ourselves and our kids) because the robots are coming for our jobs. That’s the word from economists and business analysts, who are trying to make sense of and plan for a world in which a greater number of workplace tasks are automated. The picture that they are painting is pretty bleak:


	A 2013 study by the University of Oxford Department of Engineering Science estimated that 47 percent of current jobs are likely to find their way onto the endangered species list. These jobs are vulnerable to automation and they’re at risk of being eliminated within the next decade or two.

	A 2017 report by Deloitte and the Human Resources Professionals Association predicted that between 35 and 42 percent of current Canadian jobs will disappear, as a result of the growing reach of automation.





In other words, your kid isn’t just going to be competing with a huge pool of other highly qualified kids for that ever-elusive first job. She could very well be competing with a robot too. Even if she doesn’t go head to head with a robot right away, she is likely to end up doing so at some point over the course of her working career. How do you and your kid wrap your heads around that?

In many cases, we don’t. We bury that anxiety because the problems that are fuelling it don’t have easy answers. They certainly aren’t anything we’re going to be able to fix in a day or even a month—no matter how diligent our quest for answers on career websites or in self-improvement books. What we’re left with is a nagging sense that something is wrong, and that the situation could get even worse.

After all, if kids are earning less and having a harder time than ever landing and keeping jobs, that means our financial responsibilities as parents to provide for our children will have to extend longer—well past the traditional financial finish line of parenting, when a newly minted graduate could be expected to land a good job and cross over into the heady world of financial self-sufficiency. That neat little script no longer applies to the current generation of young adults, and it certainly doesn’t apply to their parents either. Parents today expect to shoulder financial responsibility for their not-yet-financially-independent kids for longer than ever before. A 2015 study by US student loan company Sallie Mae found, for example, that roughly two-thirds of parents expected to be supporting their children financially for up to five years after college graduation. That’s consistent with the experience of significant numbers of Canadian parents as well: according to Statistics Canada, one-quarter of young adults ages twenty-five through twenty-nine lived with their parents in 2011. What’s more, a growing number of Canadian parents (at least one in four, according to a 2017 TD Wealth Financial Planning study) are continuing to support their children (and, in some cases, their grandchildren) well into adulthood. This extended period of parental investment is taking its toll on parents’ ability to squirrel away funds for their own retirement, which is, in turn, fuelling considerable anxiety on that front. (RRSP guilt season, anyone?) That same TD study noted that 58 percent of boomer-generation parents are stressed by the fact that providing for their kids well into adulthood is forcing them to dip into their own retirement savings—a financial cramping of style that has been dubbed the “déjà-boom” effect. Of course, these boomer parents were members of a financially fortunate generation that actually had the means and opportunity to build up a retirement nest egg while they were raising their kids. That’s anything but a given for the current generation of young parents.

It’s not just the boomer generation of parents who are acutely aware that junior may be looking to them for financial help for an extended period of time—assistance that they may or may not be in a position to provide. This new reality weighs heavily on the minds of anyone who is even flirting with the idea of becoming a parent. After all, a standard rite of passage in the lives of many would-be parents is an extended meditation on that ever-daunting question, “Can I actually afford to have kids?” According to a recent study of workers in Southern Ontario, as many as one in five millennial-aged workers are answering that question with a definitive no.

So, there are a lot of layers to this anxiety sandwich: worries about what the future has in store for our kids, what we can do to prepare them, and how we’re going to pay for it all. There’s no question that we have a lot to feel anxious about, including how all this anxiety is impacting our parenting.

How Anxiety Affects Our Parenting



Parenting doesn’t happen in a bubble. We can’t help but be affected by what’s happening in the world beyond our front door. And when it comes to economic forces, the impact on our parenting can be quite dramatic.

Take, for example, the impact of living through a major recession. This was the focus of a recent study by a group of Portuguese researchers led by PhD student Gabriela Fonseca of the University of Coimbra, who surveyed the available research from around the world in order to identify the common threads in such experiences. They identified two types of effects that are relevant to the lives of parents.

First, living through a recession takes a toll on the couple relationship. Couples are less likely to communicate effectively and are more likely to experience conflict, leading to an increased likelihood of divorce. What they identified can best be described as a recipe for spousal disaster: men tend to become depressed, more hostile, and less warm, while women tend to become more anxious and less supportive.

Second, living through a recession affects the quality of parenting. Parents tend to be more anxious, more depressed, and less involved in parenting. They’re also more likely to rely on harsher and more controlling parenting methods in response to increased pressure to raise competitive, market-ready kids. The researchers discovered an increase in the amount of spanking during the 2008 recession, for example.

A separate analysis conducted by Yale economist Fabrizio Zilibotti identified a similar increase in the amount of controlling and achievement-focused parenting in times of increasing inequality. He found that as income inequality rises (as has been the case in Canada for the past thirty to forty years), parents become less permissive and more controlling. “Socioeconomic conditions drive how much control or monitoring parents exercise on their children’s choices,” he explained in a press release related to his research.

It just makes sense. If you feel that the odds of success are increasingly stacked against your child, you’re likely (consciously or otherwise) to ramp up the amount of pressure you place on your kid, nudging or even shoving him on to what you perceive to be the right path (that path being the path of least danger or greatest opportunity, depending on your family’s circumstances). There’s a solid body of research to show, for example, that raising a child in a more dangerous neighbourhood may necessitate a more controlling parenting style, simply because that’s what’s required to keep children safe. Likewise, if you feel that your family is losing ground financially, you may take on a second job in an attempt to halt the financial free fall—even if it means sacrificing time with your child.

So, while economic forces might seem to be completely separate and distinct from anything even remotely related to our parenting, they’re actually anything but. As the economic stakes get higher, the pressure on parents and kids gets ever greater, and parents are more likely to decide that harsher and more controlling parenting is the best way to respond to the challenges posed by an uncertain future.

In addition to adapting our parenting in response to our own deep-rooted anxiety, we also pick up on and react to the endless barrage of media and social media messages about what it means to be a good parent these days. Let’s talk about that next.

On Judging and Feeling Judged



Feel like you’re developing a case of emotional whiplash as you try to make sense of all the conflicting messages you’re being given about how you’re supposed to be raising your kids? On the one hand, you’re being told that you should be using kind and gentle parenting methods to nurture your kids along; on the other, you’re being told that it’s your job to make your kids behave. The non-stop messaging around this last piece is anything but subtle. Time and time again, you’re told that you made the decision to have kids, so it’s your job to raise them—and, by the way, you’re doing it wrong.

Angie knows what it’s like to be on the receiving end of these kinds of messages. Because there are so many conflicting norms about what it means to be a good parent, she is often left with the sense that she’s managed to fall short on every conceivable parenting standard simultaneously: “It often feels to me like the person sitting on one side of me thinks that my child should have more freedom, while the person sitting on the other side just wishes to hell I would control my child more,” she says.

If your child’s struggles are more extreme, people’s judgment tends to be more extreme as well. Or at least that’s been Sandra’s experience. She is the mother of ten-year-old twins who were born in Ethiopia and then adopted and brought to Canada at the age of one. Both of her children struggle with attention deficit hyperactivity disorder, with her daughter’s symptoms being more pronounced. “Parent shaming comes from every direction,” she laments. She resents the fact that random strangers feel compelled to comment on her daughter’s outbursts, that they don’t pause to consider the possibility that there could be something more to the story than just garden-variety bad parenting. “When someone really digs in with a shameful comment, I will usually just shoot back, ‘She cannot help herself. She does not have impulse control,’” she says.

Just as some kids are more likely to be judged, so too are some parents. Lower-income parents, for example, are frequently subjected to harsh and unfair judgments about the quality of their parenting. It’s a point that University of Bristol sociologist Esther Dermott made in a recent blog post: “The associations made between poverty and poor parenting are ideologically driven rather than based on evidence. Claims that families who are poor do not engage in good parenting practices are misplaced.”

Of course, it’s not just lower-income parents who report feeling judged. This feeling of being judged is rapidly becoming the norm, at least according to a recent University of Michigan study. The researchers found that nearly two-thirds of mothers (61 percent) had been criticized for their parenting decisions, with most of that criticism coming from members of their own family. (The judgy family members? The mother’s spouse, her parents, and her in-laws, in roughly equal measures.)

Of course, we aren’t just feeling judged. We’re also doing our fair share of judging. A recent study conducted by ZERO TO THREE and the Robert Wood Johnson Foundation in the United States found that “parents of children ages 5 and younger feel other parents are not doing enough to nurture their children’s healthy development.” On the other hand, those very same parents are generally pretty satisfied with their own efforts on this front.

Trying to make sense of this apparent contradiction? Cognitive psychology to the rescue! While we’re acutely aware of our own efforts and intentions when it comes to parenting (because we happen to live inside our own heads), we don’t have the same front-row seats when it comes to witnessing the efforts and intentions of other parents. As a result, when they fall short in the parenting department—at least in our not-so-humble estimation—we chalk it up to bad parenting. But when we fall short of those very same standards, we’re willing to cut ourselves some slack because we know that we intended to do better. It’s worth making note of this particular cognitive error, if only to increase the likelihood that you’ll (a) hit the judgment brakes and (b) hold off on making that snarky social media post the next time you feel compelled to call out what appears to be an incident of bad parenting.

Parent Shaming and Kid Shaming



Of course, the tendency to treat parenting as the ultimate spectator sport spills over into the media on a regular basis, fuelling sensationalistic stories about helicopter parents and bad parents, snowflake kids and narcissistic kids, ramping up the pressure on parents and kids in nasty and far-reaching ways.

HELICOPTER PARENTS

If there’s one parenting narrative that has been amplified and celebrated by the media in recent years, it’s the idea of the helicopter parent—that ever-present, overprotective parent who is constantly hovering in junior’s vicinity. If you prefer to go with an analogous term that feels a bit more Canadian, you might opt for “curling parent” instead. As a 2016 CBC News article explained, curling parents endeavour to “[sweep] aside obstacles for their adult children” while leaving those children “unable to handle the rocks life throws at them.” Helicopter parent, curling parent—whatever you choose to call it, we’re talking about the same thing: the widespread belief that the current generation of parents is guilty of caring too much.

Before you start engaging in the parental soul-searching that the mere mention of the term “helicopter parent” seems to trigger, you need to know one all-important fact about helicopter parenting: it’s a myth. Or, to be fair, the idea that helicopter parenting is the defining parenting style of our time is a myth. American author and journalist Alfie Kohn tackled the myth head-on in a September 2015 article for Salon—an article with a wonderfully feisty title, I might add: “Debunking the Myth of the ‘Helicopter Parent’: The Pernicious Cultural Biases behind a Collegiate Urban Legend.” In this must-read article, Kohn makes the case that helicopter parenting is little more than a media-fuelled urban myth, one that is heavily reliant on judiciously hand-picked anecdotes about that one parent who did that one over-the-top thing that one time. You’d think this article would have spelled an end to helicopter-parenting news stories, but sadly, they merely mutated and began to appear in a slightly different form. The media was no longer solely fixated on helicopter parents wrapping their tiny tots in bubble wrap or clinging to the electronic umbilical cord when their darlings headed off to college; now they were showing up in the workplace too!

Yep. That’s the most recent twist to a tale that just won’t end. A recent article in The New York Times titled “When Helicopter Parents Hover Even at Work” is typical of this genre. Writer Noam Scheiber only managed to produce one piece of evidence in support of the “helicopter parents head to work” hypothesis. That key piece of data? A 2016 OfficeTeam study that reported that workplace helicopter parenting was “not unheard-of”—hardly evidence of the massive epidemic of helicopter parenting you might expect, given the alarmist headline. On this side of the border, a 2015 article in the Financial Post tried—and failed—to make a similar case. In an article titled “Leave Mom at Home: Why Canadian Business Owners Are Having Such a Hard Time Hiring,” writer Dan Kelly reported that “more than a few” of the respondents to a Canadian Federation of Independent Business (CFIB) survey had reported parents showing up for their kids’ job interviews. Then, in a related post the following year, the CFIB reported on “two actual scenarios” of helicopter parents intruding in their children’s working lives, and “countless stories” of parents trying to interfere in the job interview or hiring process. So, should every cubicle desk issued to a millennial-aged new hire automatically be equipped with an extra chair for mom or dad? The rather underwhelming evidence to date suggests not.

On the one hand, it’s easy to dismiss helicopter-parenting stories as merely silly or annoying. Unfortunately, they have a tendency to get inside your head. Whenever I speak to a group of parents, there’s inevitably at least one parent in the crowd who will raise a hand and then make a comment along the lines of “You’re probably going to think I’m a helicopter parent . . .” Almost inevitably, the story they feel compelled to preface with such a shame-filled disclaimer is, in fact, a story about really great parenting.

That’s what disturbs me most about this whole helicopter-parenting phenomenon: the fact that it leaves parents feeling anxious and guilty for being a good parent. (I’ll have a lot more to say about “good parenting” in Chapter 10, when I run through the best evidence on what actually encourages kids to thrive.) Unfortunately, the damage doesn’t always stop there. Sometimes, fear of being labelled a helicopter parent causes parents to pull away from their kids or to parent in unnecessarily harsh ways. In some cases, parents have even turned to social media, seeking validation for these “tougher is better” approaches to parenting. I’m thinking of the mom in Ontario who forced her boys to walk two hours to school in February, wearing a sign that read like a pet-shaming meme: “Being bad and rude to our bus driver! Moms [sic] makin [sic] us walk.” I’m also thinking about the dad in Virginia who forced his son to run to school after he was kicked off the school bus for bullying, and then broadcast the resulting video footage via Facebook Live. “He got actually kicked off the bus for three days because he was being a little bully, which I do not tolerate, cannot stand, and therefore he now has to run to school,” the father explained in the video, seemingly oblivious to his own act of bullying. In a subsequent Facebook post, reflecting upon the attention the video had received, the father expressed his hope that his no-nonsense discipline style would “give inspiration around the world” because “parenting isn’t always about being a friend it’s about leading them into the future.” There it is again: the future. The whole reason we supposedly need to be tough on kids in the here and now.

Not surprisingly, the media loves these “tough is better” tropes too. They’re even willing to carry them into the world of puppy parenting. An August 2017 study published in the Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences attracted a lot of media attention, largely on the basis of one key finding that just happened to support the idea of “tough is better” parenting. The researchers were trying to figure out what type of parenting leads to better guide dogs. Do you want a potential guide dog to be raised by a mama dog who is the canine equivalent of a helicopter parent, or is it better if she practises the puppy world equivalent of tough love? In case you’re wondering what tough love looks like in the world of puppy parenting, it’s about making your offspring work at getting fed: “When mothers nursed vertically, while sitting or standing, nursing was a more difficult, active, and effortful endeavor for puppies.” You know how this story turns out, right? The whole reason that we ever heard about this study is because the researchers concluded that parental tough love leads to better guide dogs, or more specifically, dogs that were more likely to demonstrate the persistence, ingenuity, and problem-solving abilities required to make it through guide dog training. What we’re talking about are puppies with grit—as opposed to less capable snowflake puppies.

Of course, the media doesn’t limit itself to stories about helicopter parents and about parents finding very public ways to reject the whole idea of helicopter via tough-is-better parenting. It also tends to put the spotlight on parents who through sheer bad luck or momentary inattention found their children in unspeakably awful situations. Perhaps the best-known example is the story of the three-year-old boy who crawled through a barrier and fell twelve feet into a gorilla cage at the Cincinnati Zoo back in May of 2016. The internet reacted immediately, with people questioning the zoo’s decision to shoot the gorilla, Harambe, in order to save the boy, and directing heated criticism toward the boy’s mother, who was judged harshly for allowing herself to be momentarily distracted by other children at the time of the incident—a parenting sin that the majority of us mere mortal parents have been guilty of at one time or another, albeit with less dramatic results. Is it any wonder, then, that so many of us worry about being judged, or possibly becoming the internet’s next bad parenting meme?

I’ve been on the receiving end of some of that judgment, although, thankfully, long before anyone had ever coined the term “helicopter parent.” In those days, you were just a garden-variety bad parent. I remember trying to make sense of two conflicting comments lobbed at me in rapid succession by two different neighbours: the mom who called me to suggest that I might want to supervise my school-aged kids a little more closely while they were playing on the street, and the dad who called me out for sticking too close to my kids on Halloween and not giving them the freedom to have fun and “just be kids.” At first, those comments stung. The fact that I can still remember them nearly two decades later tells you how much they stung. But in the end, I decided to ignore them. After all, if one person was telling me that I was overprotective and another person was telling me I was under-protective, it seemed to me that the most sensible thing to do was simply to average the two pieces of feedback and conclude that I was being just protective enough. I’d stumbled into the Goldilocks zone of parenting, if you will. How much harder it would have been if my perceived parenting sins were broadcast on social media. I was lucky to stumble through the muckiest parts of parenting at a time when the internet still knew how to forget.

SNOWFLAKE KIDS

A few paragraphs back, we were talking about snowflake puppies. Now let’s talk about snowflake kids—the idea that we’re raising up a generation of super-fragile, just-plain-useless kids. It’s a criticism that’s flung at young adults on a regular basis. In fact, it has pretty much become the go-to insult if you want to fling mud at a teenager or a millennial these days.

The stereotype doesn’t sit well with Renee, the mother of a preteen daughter and a school-aged son. The reason? For her, it simply doesn’t ring true. She vehemently challenges the idea that we’re raising up a generation of kids who are fragile and weak. “This isn’t a culture of victimhood that we’re creating; it’s a culture of empowerment,” she insists. In recent months, she’s watched her daughter participate in a Grade 8 equivalent of the #MeToo movement, pushing back against sexist comments and unwanted touching from boys. “It’s amazing watching these kids,” Renee says. She has so much respect for the fact that her daughter and her friends are willing to challenge behaviours that previous generations of girls simply learned to tolerate or work around. She is inspired by their willingness to insist on a better world. “Why shouldn’t things be better for them? Why should they just put up with this stuff ?” she asks.

Renee celebrates the kinds of people her children are becoming and how they’re choosing to interact with other people in kind and respectful ways. “Sometimes, my daughter will read me the text exchanges she’s had with her friends. I remember one such exchange where she and a friend were working through a misunderstanding that had turned into an argument. I have to tell you, there are adults who could have taken a lesson from these kids on how to fix things when something has gone wrong in a relationship. These kids are thoughtful and aware. The world’s going to be in their hands in another twenty years’ time, and you know what? I’m good with that.”

NARCISSISTIC KIDS

Now let’s tackle narcissism—or, more specifically, the idea that young people are increasingly self-centred, materialistic, and fame-obsessed. As it turns out, that happens to be a bogus claim as well.

In a 2013 article written for the journal Emerging Adulthood, developmental psychologist Jeffrey Jensen Arnett and other leading experts in the field took psychologist Jean Twenge to task for what they claimed were fundamental methodological errors in her research claiming that young people were increasingly narcissistic: “If she is wrong, then her errors are deeply unfair and damaging to young people, reinforcing the worst stereotypes that adults have about them and encouraging adults to vilify them. We believe she is wrong.” They then went on to cite recent research from a national US survey of eighteen- to twenty-nine-year-olds, conducted in 2013. In that survey, 80 percent of young people agreed with the statement “It is more important to me to enjoy my job than to make a lot of money,” while 86 percent said, “It is important to me to have a career that does some good in the world.” Sure, things are different for this generation of young people: for economic reasons that are beyond their control, they’re either living at home longer or boomeranging back in times of economic stress. But that doesn’t mean it’s their fault—or their parents’ fault, to touch upon the helicopter-parent stereotype yet again. As Arnett noted in a recent article for Aeon, “Understanding that a new life stage of emerging adulthood is now typical between adolescence and young adulthood, and that it is a time when change and instability is the norm, will make it possible to ease up on the negative stereotypes and learn to appreciate their [young adults’] energy, their creativity, and their zest for life.” And, I would argue, it will ease their parents’ anxiety as well.

Anxiety Inc.



Here’s something else to think about: parental anxiety isn’t just taking its toll on our psyches; it’s also taking its toll on our finances. Many parents are spending significant amounts of money to give their kids the competitive edge:




	An investigative report by Global News back in 2013 revealed a 60 percent increase in the use of private tutoring services in Toronto over a five-year period—services that may amount to four hundred dollars a month for a child receiving two hours of tutoring each week.

	A growing number of educational consultants and admissions counsellors are hanging out their shingles in Canada. Once an American phenomenon, it’s now becoming increasingly common for well-heeled Canadian parents to pay hefty fees to private consultants who can boost their children’s odds of being admitted to elite private schools and universities. It’s all about resumé-building, starting in the early years of high school, with extracurricular activities being key. One education consulting firm notes on its website that its services include assessing the student’s extracurricular record and suggesting ways to “maximize opportunities, including summer programs, internships and employment.”

	Even parents of preschoolers are getting in on the action, turning to AI-powered smartphone apps for help in building a smarter and more future-ready kid. One child development app claims “to predict life outcomes and to show you what you can do today to maximize the lifelong potential of your child,” while another app, this one a language learning app, promises to give your kid “a head start they’ll retain all their lives” because “early talkers who start out ahead tend to stay ahead.”



Elaine understands the pressure that many parents are feeling to ensure that their kids are able to measure up in an increasingly competitive world. She describes her family as “essentially your stereotypical stressed-out urban family”—in this case, two parents (both working professionals) and their two teenage daughters. She describes the world in which her kids are growing up as a bit of a pressure cooker: “Parents in our city are pretty Type A. When the kids were younger, there was a lot of pressure to have your kids in the right swimming lessons, Gymboree classes, and preschools, which, in turn, was followed up by pressure to enroll your kids in the right schools once they hit school age.” She feels that the unrelenting emphasis on making the right choices every step of the way has resulted in her university-bound eldest daughter feeling tremendous pressure to choose the right program at the right university. “We’re living in such an overachieving culture that getting accepted into a great program at a mid-ranked university feels like a failure to our teens,” says Elaine, noting that this marks a major shift from what things were like when she was growing up, “when no one really cared about what university they would attend,” and when the option of “just going out and getting a job” was still completely valid. Things are different now because job prospects are different now, and that fuels massive anxiety for parents and kids alike. Elaine explains, “The job market for young people is brutal and this may be why our kids and we as their parents feel so much pressure. Everyone wants (or wants their kid) to have some sort of competitive edge to help them get a job.” In a world where every parent feels that pressure to help their kid get that edge, what qualifies as an edge continually ramps up ever higher. “I hear too many stories of young adults being devastated by the realities of the job market, and of university students who are in crisis because they didn’t get all As. We definitely need to change this.”

It’s not just higher-income parents who are feeling the need to do everything in their power to give their kids that competitive edge. Kim, who admits to juggling no fewer than five jobs in an effort to keep her family afloat financially, has grappled with these feelings too. At one point, these feelings led to sky-high expectations for her two daughters. “My expectation was that my kids were going to be great, that they were going to be exceptional at everything,” she confesses. That’s a lot of pressure to put on a kid—something she fully recognizes now. But it was a hard-earned lesson for herself and her family. At one point, her eldest daughter, who was then in Grade 5, responded to that pressure by deciding to run away from home. “We actually had the police looking for her,” Kim admits, recalling how painful and scary that experience was for the entire family. In the aftermath, she felt she needed to ease up on her expectations on her daughters, particularly around the issue of homework. “I have people who judge me, who think that I’m too hands off, but I’m actually not hands off at all. I check in with the girls about how things are going at school. I check on their grades. And I talk to their teachers. But I no longer make a big deal of things.” It’s an approach that’s working for her and her kids. Things are calmer and happier at home as a result of Kim’s more realistic expectations.

There’s good reason to put the brakes on our rising expectations. A recent study of more than 41,000 Canadian, American, and British college students who graduated between 1989 and 2016 points to rising rates of perfectionism. As the study’s authors, UK psychologists Thomas Curran and Andrew P. Hill, noted in a recent article in the Psychological Bulletin, young people are being asked to compete against one another “within increasingly demanding social and economic parameters” and that “perhaps to cope” they are demonstrating higher levels of perfectionism. Specifically, they “perceive that others are more demanding of them, are more demanding of others, and are more demanding of themselves.” It’s clearly a recipe for rising anxiety and unhappiness, the authors conclude. “Neoliberalism [the idea that everything that matters in our lives can be measured by economic activity and that the market should be given free rein] has succeeded in shifting cultural values so to now emphasize competitiveness, individualism, and irrational ideals of the perfectible self.”

In a related article written for the Harvard Business Review in early 2018, Curran and Hill noted that some collective navel-gazing is definitely in order. Specifically, we need to consider “how we are structuring society and whether our society’s strong emphasis on social comparison, and the sorting, sifting, and ranking that follows, is benefiting young people.” Spoiler alert: the answer is no.

It’s not that our kids are snowflakes; actually, they’re being realists. They’re acutely aware of the impossibly high standards that they’re being measured by, and they’re understandably anxious that, despite their best efforts, they simply won’t measure up.

How to Tame the Anxiety



Now that we’ve come up with a fairly comprehensive list of reasons why parents and kids are experiencing so much anxiety, let’s talk about what to do about it—how we can help our kids cope with that anxiety and how we can manage it ourselves. What follows are a few brief takeaway points that I want you to carry forward as you continue reading the book.

Accept that while much of this is beyond your control, some of it is within your control. You may not be able to rejig the economy or chase away the AI-powered robots on your own, but you can take steps to manage your day-to-day anxiety level. Work at feeling a little calmer a little more often, and help your kids to do the same. (Note: If you’re not familiar with the concept of feeling calm, you’ll find a crash course in Chapters 5 and 6. I’m a recent convert to the art of living less stressfully, and I’m eager to share what I’ve learned.)

Recognize that anxiety is a major cognitive drain. Think of it as an exercise in multi-tasking—and a not particularly enjoyable one at that. You’re asking your brain to constantly switch tasks, to toggle between your most pressing worries and whatever it is you’re actually trying to accomplish at any given time. The net result is a distracted and worn-down you. You’ll want to check out the coping strategies that I map out in Chapters 5, 6, and 7.

Commit to parenting in a way that will leave your kids better equipped (as opposed to less well-equipped) to meet the challenges of the future. Allow yourself to be inspired by this challenge (which we’ll be exploring at length in Chapter 10). The future needs your kid: a happy, healthy adult who is capable of navigating life’s challenges and seizing upon the types of opportunities that we can’t even begin to imagine today. It’s kind of exciting, if you think about it. You have the opportunity to raise a child who is an all-star in areas where the robots simply can’t compete. I’m talking about uniquely human skills like empathy, collaboration, and problem-solving. According to a 2017 Pew Research Center report, “Tough to teach intangibles such as emotional intelligence, curiosity, creativity, adaptability, resilience, and critical thinking will be most highly valued” skills in the world of the future. They’re also the kinds of skills that contribute to quality of life beyond the workplace and that improve children’s quality of life while they are still children—which brings me to my next point. You don’t have to go out of your way to look for opportunities to help your child acquire these skills. They’re built into the day-to-day curriculum called living. As social worker and family therapist Shelley Hermer likes to point out, “Every scraped knee, change in schedule, bad test result, and broken heart is an opportunity to develop all these things.” And you, as your child’s parent, are uniquely positioned to guide them in this learning.

Resist the temptation to fast-forward through your child’s childhood as a means of coping with your own anxiety about the future. Specifically, try to avoid treating him like a mini-adult by asking him to shoulder worries and responsibilities that he shouldn’t have to concern himself with quite yet.

Perhaps you spotted this Facebook post when it went viral: the post in which a mother shared her plans to start charging her five-year-old daughter rent. Specifically, the mother explained, she was asking her daughter to fork over a portion of her seven-dollar-a-week allowance as follows: “$1 for rent $1 for water $1 for electricity $1 for cable and $1 for food,” a strategy that “prepares your child for the real world.”

Kids are seizing upon that message, and what too many of them are hearing is that they can’t afford the luxury of being a kid. Instead, they need to keep their eyes focused firmly on the future. I recently spotted a message on Twitter that captured this sentiment perfectly. It was a tweet from a teenager who was sharing a photo of the whiteboard in her twelve-year-old brother’s room. On it, he had made two separate lists: a list of everything he thought he should be learning in school (“How to pay taxs [sic] and how to get a job”) and a list of all the things he “didn’t need or want to learn” at school but was being forced to (“mental maths, past events, dance, [Shakespeare], basketball, football, tennis, badmintin [sic], soccer, drama, and finaly [sic] roman numerals”). It was a pretty depressing set of lists.

Yes, it’s important to prepare kids for the future, but not if it means sacrificing their one and only precious childhood along the way. Childhood is, after all, a limited time offer, a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity to grow in an unhurried way—or at least that’s what it’s supposed to be. In a recent essay for The New York Times, lawyer and father of two Ryan Park reflected on the tremendous pressure he felt to measure up to the sky-high expectations of his achievement-oriented immigrant parents during his growing up years. “Was the tradeoff
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