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Praise for Melinda Wenner Moyer:

‘Most parents say we want our children to be kind, compassionate people. Yet everything in the culture urges us to teach something else . . . Melinda Wenner Moyer weaves cutting-edge science with accessible stories and actionable tips to help us rebalance those crucial scales, to be the parents we know we can be.’ Peggy Orenstein, author of Girls & Sex and Boys & Sex

‘I can’t think of a more important life lesson than ‘Don’t be an asshole.’ Unfortunately, many kids don’t learn it—because many parents fail to teach it. Thanks to this book, they no longer have an excuse. It’s a smart, engaging, honest, and surprisingly useful read about how to nurture decency and generosity.’ Adam Grant, author of Think Again

‘How can parents raise kids who believe in themselves and in building a better, more compassionate future? This book provides the road map. Filled with actionable, sometimes surprising, always data-driven ideas, Melinda Wenner Moyer has given us an invaluable resource.’ Madeline Levine, PhD, author of The Price of Privilege and Ready or Not

‘If you are a parent who wants to know that your parenting energies are tried and true, tested and trusted, this book is the place where you can plant your flag.’ Mark McConville, PhD, author of Failure to Launch

‘It’s one thing to say you don’t want your kid to be an asshole. This book gives you data-driven, research-based tools to actually achieve it.’ Emily Oster, PhD, author of Cribsheet and Expecting Better

‘Crucial, timely and wise. This is the parenting handbook for raising the next generation.’ Carla Naumburg, PhD, author of How to Stop Losing Your Sh*t with Your Kids
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As an award-winning science journalist, Melinda Wenner Moyer was regularly asked to investigate and address all kinds of parenting questions: how to potty train, when and whether to get vaccines, and how to help kids sleep through the night. But as Melinda’s children grew, she found that one huge area was ignored in the realm of parenting advice: how do we make sure our kids don’t grow up to be assholes?

On social media, in the news, and from the highest levels of government, kids are increasingly getting the message that being selfish, obnoxious and cruel is okay. Hate crimes among children and teens are rising, while compassion among teens has been dropping. We know, of course, that young people have the capacity for great empathy, resilience, and action, and we all want to bring up kids who will help build a better tomorrow. But how do we actually do this? How do we raise children who are kind, considerate, and ethical inside and outside the home, who will grow into adults committed to making the world a better place?

How to Raise Kids Who Aren’t Assholes is a deeply researched, evidence-based primer that provides a fresh, often surprising perspective on parenting issues, from toddlerhood through the teenage years. First, Melinda outlines the traits we want our children to possess - including honesty, generosity, and antiracism - and then she provides scientifically based strategies that will help parents instil those characteristics in their kids. Learn how to raise the kind of kids you actually want to hang out with – and who just might save the world.




For my children, who teach me every day




Introduction

MY FRIEND MILLIE still remembers, in cringing, Technicolor detail, the time her then five-year-old son said something blatantly racist. It was three years ago, and she and her husband, who are both white, were on vacation with their kids in Florida. After a week of intense together time, they’d hired a babysitter so they could enjoy a night out. The babysitter happened to be Black.

The next day, Millie asked her son whether he had fun with his babysitter. “No, I didn’t like her,” he replied. When Millie pressed for more info, her son said matter-of-factly, “I didn’t like her because she had dark skin.”

Millie was mortified and had no idea how to respond. She and her husband thought they were raising their kids to be respectful and, you know, not racist, but now? Now they weren’t so sure. And they had no idea what to do about it.

Most parents—myself included—want their kids to grow up to become kindhearted people. In 2020, Parents magazine surveyed more than 1,200 parents around the country about what they wanted most for their kids. In response, 73 percent of mothers and 68 percent of fathers said that kindness was the quality they most wanted to instill in their children, above intelligence, individuality, and work ethic. Similarly, in 2016, Sesame Workshop, the nonprofit organization behind the show Sesame Street, interviewed more than two thousand American parents of children ages three to twelve, as well as five hundred pre-K through sixth grade teachers. Approximately three-quarters of parents and teachers said they felt it is more important for kids to be kind than it is for them to be academically successful.

Yet in that same 2020 Parents magazine survey, 76 percent of mothers and 58 percent of fathers said that kids today are not as kind as kids from years past. The parents in the Sesame Workshop survey felt similarly: 67 percent said most children today are disrespectful, while 43 percent said they didn’t think their own kids were very thoughtful. Clearly, despite wanting to foster goodness, many parents aren’t sure how to do it.

For the past nine years, I’ve been using my science journalism background to educate myself about the research on child develop ment and parenting. I’ve written a science-based parenting column for Slate and dozens of parenting articles for The New York Times. I dig into the published academic research on complicated parenting questions, vet it with experts, and translate it into straight forward parenting advice—advice that the science truly supports. And I’ve often been surprised, if not flat-out shocked, by what the research actually suggests parents do . . . and how different that professional guidance is from what I had assumed it would be.

Take, for instance, the issue of race, which became a much more pressing issue in many parents’ minds after the police officer– involved deaths of George Floyd, Breonna Taylor, and other Black Americans in 2020. Although parents of color typically have regular conversations with their kids about race—they have to—most white parents, my friend Millie included, avoid the topic in a well-meaning attempt to raise their kids to be “colorblind.” If they don’t mention race, these parents think, maybe their kids won’t notice it. But the research clearly shows that children (even babies!) do see race—and that, when they aren’t provided with a framework through which to make sense of it, kids make prejudiced inferences. They see that white people tend to have more power and wealth than people of other races, and then they assume that’s because white people are somehow better or smarter.

When I interviewed primary school educator Naomi O’Brien, the coauthor of a series of books for parents about race, she explained that she regularly sees her white students saying and doing racist things, such as announcing they won’t play with a particular peer because of his “dirty skin”—and that their parents are often oblivious to those judgments. Making matters worse, when white kids try to talk to their parents about race, O’Brien said, “They’re hushed and they’re shushed and told not to speak about it, and they just internalize it as talking about color is bad, having color is bad.” The truth is—and the research clearly shows—that white parents need to talk to their kids about race in explicit ways to prevent them from making racist assumptions.

Parents often unwittingly fuel sexist beliefs, too, by giving different messages to girls than to boys—messages that reflect our grown-up misogynistic reality. Like that appearance matters more for girls than for boys, and that boys aren’t allowed to feel sad or afraid. And when we follow the age-old advice to let our kids work out sibling fights by themselves, we often make sibling rivalry worse and cause our kids to think that bullying and coercion are the best ways to resolve conflict.

Sometimes, of course, research confirms our deeply held parenting instincts, but other times it directly contradicts it in fascinating, thought-provoking ways—which is one of the reasons I decided to write this book. I wanted to share all the surprising science I’ve uncovered about raising kind kids.

SO MANY ASSHOLES



I wrote this book for another big reason, too. I believe our work as parents today is more crucial than ever. The world has been sending dangerous messages to our kids about how they should behave and treat one another—messages that we desperately need to challenge and counteract.

Before I explain, I first want to say that I think kids are sometimes supposed to act like assholes. They have to challenge boundaries in order to understand them, and they have to make social bloopers in order to learn from them. I’ve come to think of mortifying kid moments (and we have a lot of those in our house) as teaching opportunities—or, better yet, as wake-up calls that illustrate what we need to be working on as a family.

Unfortunately, right now, parents are being bombarded with wake-up calls, because people everywhere have been behaving pretty badly. In the fall of 2018, K–12 teachers and staff reported to the Southern Poverty Law Center that they had observed more than 3,200 hate-related incidents in their schools over the past few months. In Monroe, Louisiana, for instance, a white student was arrested for putting a noose around a Black classmate’s neck.

And things appear to be getting worse. Between 2015 and 2018, according to the FBI, the number of hate crime incidents in the United States increased by 21 percent. Many of these incidents were perpetrated by adults, but kids have been involved as well. Bullying, too, seems to be escalating. In 2016 and 2017, the Human Rights Campaign surveyed more than fifty thousand American thirteen-to-eighteen-year-olds, and 79 percent of them said they thought school bullying incidents had recently gotten worse. When researchers at the University of California, Los Angeles, surveyed 1,535 public high school teachers in the summer of 2017, nearly 30 percent said that their students were making more derogatory remarks about their peers than they had the previ ous year.

This crisis of kindness may have many causes. Some researchers think it has been fueled at least in part by the ascendancy of Donald Trump. The notion that political figures could influence kids may seem like a stretch, since many kids aren’t particularly interested in politics. But Trump’s rhetoric—which has included lying, joking about sexual assault, mocking disabled individuals, and referring to majority-Black countries as “shithole countries”—was all over the TV and the internet for years, pervading many a dinner conversation, and it may have had a direct effect on our children.

There’s even some evidence linking support for Trump with bullying behavior. In a study published in January 2019, educational psychologists Dewey Cornell and Francis Huang analyzed teasing and bullying patterns in Virginia middle schools before and after the 2016 presidential election using results from school surveys. Before the election, the schools had the same rates of bullying and teasing. Afterward, in schools in the pro-Trump districts, rates of teasing and bullying were 18 percent higher than in schools located in pro-Clinton districts. (It’s important to note, too, that these findings followed a documented decline in school bullying. A 2017 study published in the journal Pediatrics noted that between 2005 and 2014, bullying dropped among fourth to twelfth graders, and had been declining faster and faster over time.)

In November 2016, the Southern Poverty Law Center compiled a list of 867 hate incidents that happened in the ten days following the 2016 presidential election. Many involved kids. One teacher in Washington State reported that students chanted “Build a wall” in her school cafeteria the day after the election; she also overheard one student say to another, “If you aren’t born here, pack your bags.” In Greenville, South Carolina, a twelve-year-old was surrounded by eight classmates who told her they “couldn’t wait to see her ugly face deported,” while in Cedar Falls, Iowa, a sixteen-year-old dropped out of school after classmates called her a fag and a queer and threatened to “grab her by the pussy.” The teen had come out as gay four years earlier, and according to her parents, she’d never been harassed in this way. “All of a sudden, the ninth [of November] hits,” one of her parents said, “and she’s some kind of freak—she’s a target.”

In a 2019 paper published in the Journal of Child Psychotherapy, five US child psychologists lamented that many of their young, vulnerable patients are more terrified than ever because of the cruelty and oppression they feel every day. “Since the 2016 election, children’s fears, once tied to their immediate ecosystem—the school, local community, and the home—seem to have expanded,” they wrote. One patient pretended to pack their doll’s bags during a therapy session and said, “We are moving to Canada where it is safe. We can speak Spanish there and no one will hate us.”

To be fair, these incidents are not controlled studies, and it’s hard to say for sure that hate speech and bullying wouldn’t have worsened no matter who was sitting in the White House. They may be symptoms of broader social patterns rather than evidence of a specific political shift. But kids do learn from bad examples. According to a well-accepted theory in psychology known as Social Learning Theory, developed in the 1960s by Stanford psychologist Albert Bandura, children (as well as adults) take cues on how to behave by observing the people around them. The people they most tend to emulate are the ones with high status—like the president of the United States.

In one well-known experiment, Bandura and his colleagues invited three-to-six-year-olds into a room where they, by themselves, watched another adult play. Some kids saw the adult hit, beat, and verbally assault a doll; others watched the adult play calmly with toys. Then the children were individually taken into a different room and made to feel frustrated: After playing with cool new toys for a couple of minutes, they were told they could no longer have them and were brought back to the original room, where they were allowed to play with other toys, including the doll, for twenty minutes.

The kids who had seen an adult harm the doll were much more likely than the other kids to attack it, too, and many assaulted it over and over and over again.

This experiment is, essentially, playing out in our country right now on a large scale: People in power have been the adults showing everyone that racism, sexism, bullying, and aggression are not just OK but what powerful people do.

As a result, young people’s behavior and values have been shifting in worrying ways. Research has found that college students are less empathetic than they were a decade ago—they are less likely to feel for people who are less fortunate and to try to put themselves in other people’s shoes. When a high school teacher heard that I was writing this book, she summarized her thoughts on today’s kids this way: “So many assholes.”

A BETTER TOMORROW



If all of this makes you want to throw up your hands and drown yourself in wine, I get it. I went through that phase, too. But now, I see all of this as a call to action. More than anything else, I want my kids to be happy and to feel loved. Yet as I observe the cruelty that is increasingly enveloping our country, a growing part of me wants something else for my kids, too: I want them to be kindhearted and to treat other people with respect and dignity. It’s not something I used to actively think about, but now it feels pressing and essential.

And the great thing is, if parents focus on raising kind kids, we can eliminate the mounting cruelty in the world, or at least tamp it down. We’re raising future lawyers, politicians, business owners, artists, health-care workers . . . future everythings. Of course, we aren’t molding our kids out of clay. Many aspects of our kids’ lives—their peers, their teachers, their genes, the experiences they have that we can’t control—shape who they ultimately become, too. But we have considerable influence on the trajectories our kids take in life. In a 2019 study, researchers followed nearly 450 kids for three years in an attempt to tease out which factors most strongly shape kids’ character and values. They found that although peers do have influence, especially during the transition to adolescence, parents “play a key role in the personal and social development of their children.”

If you’re worried that raising your kids to be good and kind will ultimately make them less happy or successful, you can relax on that front, too. Research consistently shows that when people (including kids) are kind and generous to others, they feel happier. And in a 2019 analysis of thirty years’ worth of data that controlled for the effects of family economic status and child IQ, researchers found that boys who were kinder and more generous in kindergarten earned significantly more money as adults. In his research-based book Give and Take, Adam Grant, a Wharton School of Business organizational psychologist, argued that generosity and helpfulness are traits that often distinguish the extremely successful from the merely average.

By raising our kids to be kind, we’ll ensure that they thrive. And they’ll build a better, fairer, stronger world in the process.

MY GOALS AND HOPES, EXPLAINED



I’ll be honest and admit that, at first, I wasn’t comfortable with the idea of writing a parenting book. The whole premise felt kind of obnoxious. Who was I to tell other parents what to do? It’s not like I’m anything close to a perfect parent, and if you think I have perfect kids, you are welcome to come over this weekend and see for yourself. I think of parenting as a 100,000-piece puzzle that you’re trying to put together while also driving, making dinner, and keeping your kids from killing each other.

But one night, I changed my mind. What I was learning as a journalist about the science of character was changing how I interacted with my kids on a day-to-day basis—the kinds of details I brought into our conversations, the kinds of questions I asked them, how I reacted to their feelings and their explanations. Slowly, my parenting became infused with a subtle awareness of small things I could do to help my kids learn how to be empathetic and kind. And I started seeing changes in their behavior. My kids started fighting a bit less. They became better able to recognize and handle their emotions. They seemed more resilient. If what I was learning was helping me handle situations better—and helping my kids become better humans—wouldn’t other parents want to know about it, too?

As you can see, I did end up writing the book, and now you’re reading it. Here’s how I’ve laid out the information for you. In part 1, I explore what the science says about shaping specific traits. How do you foster generosity, honesty, kindness, ambition, and resilience? How do you stamp out rudeness, entitlement, arrogance, sexism, and racism? (A note of warning: Some of the issues and scenarios I discuss might be hard to read if you’ve experienced related discrimination or trauma.) In each chapter, I provide simple, evidence-based approaches you can use on a daily basis with kids of various ages to bolster good character traits and eliminate the bad. In part 2, I provide science-backed strategies to help you deal with particularly gnarly situations and issues: What should you do when your kids fight? How should you manage technology and social media? What’s the best way to talk to your kids about sex and pornography? There’s also a notes section at the end of the book listing all the studies I’ve mentioned, in case you’d like to look them up and read more.

One thing I absolutely do not want this book to be is yet another reason for you to judge yourself. Today’s parents endure far too much criticism as it is—we’re ruining our kids because of snowplow parenting and helicopter parenting and intensive parenting and 843 other kinds of supposedly bad parenting that I don’t really understand. Pediatrician Leonard Sax penned an entire book in 2015 called The Collapse of Parenting, which I reviewed for Slate, and let me just say I did not find his arguments evidence-based. I don’t think that kids today are struggling with moral issues because we are doing a worse job than our parents did. I do, however, think that many of the role models that kids are learning from today are dangerous, and that we as parents need to do what we can to push against the pernicious messages they are sending.

I don’t want my advice to feel like additional pressure, either—that I’m giving you more to worry about and squeeze into your busy life. Parents, especially mothers, are spread so very thin these days. As I write this, we’re all having to keep our kids home and safe during a deadly pandemic, while also working and doing all the other things, which has deeply intensified our burden. We don’t have time to do any more than we already do, and when we try, things often crumble. (For a few months while I was writing this book, I took on too much and got really stressed, and I noticed I was not being a very patient or empathetic mother. Oh the irony: I was spending so much time researching and writing about parenting that I couldn’t actually be an effective parent.)

Instead of adding to your overflowing plates, I hope this book will clear a few things away and make you feel empowered. I want to save you time and effort by giving you the answers to questions you might have had in the back of your mind for years. I want to provide you with ways to handle the kinds of situations that make you think, What the hell should I do now? With my science background, I have digested and translated the complicated science on child development into simple advice that you can use on a daily basis. My hope is that this book makes your life as a parent just a little bit easier, and perhaps more enjoyable, too.

This all said, you’re going to have to be patient, and you’re going to have to be forgiving. Shaping a child’s character (not to mention your own behavior as a parent) takes time, and the way children engage with the world is also strongly influenced by their temperament, hormones, mental health, and life history. Our children will have many experiences we can’t control, and these will shape them in ways we cannot override. Kids—even those with big, wonderful hearts—can’t always be generous, empathetic, and warm, and parents shouldn’t jump to conclusions when children demonstrate inevitable hiccups.

Still, it is my firm belief that we can become better parents by educating ourselves, and that what we learn directly benefits our kids. When we understand how kids’ brains develop, why they do the things they do, and how to best communicate with them, we can provide our children with the tools and coping strategies they need to gracefully and compassionately handle what the world throws at them.

From what I’ve learned, it all makes a difference: the boundaries we set, the conversations we have, the behaviors we respond to—and the ones we ignore. Parenting presents us with infinite opportunities to teach our kids values. The more we take advantage of these opportunities, and the more knowledgeable we are about what actually works, the more confident we can be that our children will grow into the kinds of people we want them to be—the kinds of people the world really needs.




PART I



Traits




CHAPTER 1


“It’s All About ME!”

How to Raise Kids Who Aren’t (Overly) Selfish

IN APRIL 2019, my friend Celia was driving her seven-year-old daughter, Ella, home from Target when her phone rang. It was Celia’s mother-in-law—Ella’s grandmother—and Celia answered the call using Bluetooth. They heard very sad news via the car speakers: Ella’s great-grandmother had just passed away.

Ella, though, seemed unperturbed. Throughout the call, she piped up from the back seat with unrelated questions, like whether she could watch TV when they got home. At one point, she yelled unsympathetically, “Who died?!” Celia tried to take the call off speaker, but she couldn’t figure out how; needless to say, the eight-minute drive home felt excruciatingly long.

When Celia finally got off the call, Ella asked her if she could give a speech at the funeral. Thinking she might want to share fond memories—she’d seen her great-grandmother at least once a year since she was born—Celia asked her what she would want to say. Ella then launched into a potential speech about how sorry everyone should feel for her for having lost her great-grandmother. At one point, Ella paused—“What was her name again?” she asked—and then turned back to her speech, which had nothing to do with her great-grandmother and everything to do with Ella.

Let’s face it: Kids can be incredibly self-centered. They interrupt you during important work Zoom presentations to tell you poop jokes. They don’t want to share their LEGO pieces—even though they have 4.8 million, not including the 642 strewn across the kitchen floor. They also have an astounding ability to put themselves at the center of every situation, even when doing so seems terribly inappropriate. Another friend of mine recently told me that when her son was opening presents on his first birthday, her three-year-old daughter sat down next to him, burst into tears, and wailed, “It’s not all about me?!”

In situations like this, kids aren’t (usually) trying to be assholes. They just can’t help themselves. Toddlers and preschoolers don’t have a particularly well-developed frontal lobe, the brain region responsible for planning, logic, reasoning, and self-control. I, too, get jealous when other people open amazing gifts in front of me, but I don’t burst into tears, because I have perfected the skill of silently fuming (and doesn’t my husband know it).

Young kids also haven’t yet developed what’s called theory of mind—the ability to put oneself in someone else’s shoes and understand their perspective. Without theory of mind, it’s hard to understand how your actions or words might affect others. Toddlers and preschoolers are basically living in an egocentric bubble, oblivious to the needs and experiences of everyone else. (Older kids have their selfish moments, too, of course—like another friend’s seven-year-old nephew, who sat down to a lavish Mother’s Day dinner that his grandmother had spent the afternoon preparing for the entire family, only to immediately start whining and to demand that she make him chicken nuggets instead.)

That said, some kids do seem more or less selfish than others. My two kids, for instance, couldn’t be more different in this regard, and their Halloween baskets are a case in point. My son hoards his candy and rarely even shares the candies he dislikes. When I recently asked him for a Reese’s Peanut Butter Cup, a candy he loathes, he paused and said, “Didn’t I give you one like four months ago?” My daughter, on the other hand, gives most of her candy away—she wraps individual candies up in tissue paper and hands them out to friends, teachers, and acquaintances. How is it possible that these kids share the same home, parents, and half of their genes? I honestly don’t know sometimes.

Still, researchers who study children’s behavior say that regardless of a child’s baseline inclination toward selfishness, we as parents can make a difference—we can inch our kids in the right direction, little by little, day by day, with simple strategies.

THE PUSHOVER MYTH


Before I delve into these strategies, I want to correct a popular misconception about kindness. In March 2019, the parenting website Fatherly published an article titled “Should Parents Want to Raise Nice Kids? Probably Not.” The piece, written by science writer Joshua A. Krisch, opened with a few of Krisch’s parental concerns. “When I teach my daughter not to interrupt a conversation, I wonder how she’ll know when to break that rule when she needs to shut down an obnoxious mansplainer,” he wrote. “When I tell my son to share his cookies, I wonder: am I molding him into the sort of kid who gives away his lunch, his toys, his homework, to grade school bullies?”

Krisch has a point. If you teach your kids to be generous, aren’t you increasing the chance that less generous people will take advantage of them? I certainly don’t want my daughter to be too polite to speak up for herself or to claim what’s rightfully hers. At the same time, I think that these concerns are largely overblown. While being thoughtful can involve a bit of a sacrifice (if you share your cookies, you inevitably end up with fewer for yourself), it doesn’t require sacrificing everything, like the things you really want, the ideals you stand for, or your integrity. As a parent, you can teach your kids to think of others while also instilling in them a sense of self-worth and a fighting spirit. These character traits can all coexist.

Krisch then highlights another potential problem with kindness. “Maintaining a consistently happy-go-lucky attitude may not be as healthy as it seems,” he wrote. I agree—but teaching kids to be generous isn’t the same thing as teaching them to suppress their emotions. In fact, as I’ll argue in a minute, by teaching kids to experience and accept the depth of their feelings, we can actually make them more generous.

These concerns about the “risks of kindness” miss another key point, too: Kindness reaps its own rewards. Research suggests that generous individuals live longer and have better health than stingy grumps. Being kind and helpful also reduces symptoms of depression, anxiety, and stress and causes people to feel more energetic in what is known as a “helper’s high.”

Being kind makes people happier, too, and that’s true not just for adults but also for kids. In a 2012 study, psychologists at the University of British Columbia gave toddlers crackers to eat and then gave them more to share with a monkey puppet. Watching their facial expressions, the researchers saw that the toddlers appeared much happier giving crackers away—even when they had to give up their own crackers to do so—than when the kids kept the food for themselves. I’m often surprised by the gleeful expression on my daughter’s face when she offers me a piece of her Halloween candy, but it makes sense: Being generous really can feel good.

And—bonus—kindness also makes kids more popular. After researchers asked nine-to-eleven-year-olds to perform three acts of kindness each week for four weeks—such as giving friends hugs, cleaning up messes, or sharing their lunch with others—they were rated as more popular by their peers than kids who hadn’t gone out of their way to be kind.

And again, if you’re worried that by raising your kids to be generous you’ll be setting them up for career failure, you don’t need to be. A growing body of research suggests that “soft skills” like empathy and kindness predict long-term success far more than do “hard skills” such as academic scores and grades. A 2018 study reported that kids who were rated by peers as more helpful in middle school got better grades later in both middle school and in high school, and that their IQ had no bearing on those differences. And in a 2015 study, researchers followed a group of children from kindergarten to age twenty-five and reported that the kindergarteners who had cooperated well with peers, been helpful to others, and resolved problems by themselves were more likely than other kids to graduate from college and hold stable jobs as adults. What goes around really does come around—so by raising our kids to be selfless, we are, in fact, nudging them down the path toward a happy, successful life.

Selflessness Strategy #1

Talk about, validate, and help your kids manage emotions.

One sunny Tuesday in May 2019 at the Chambers Elementary School in Kingston, New York, fourteen kindergarteners took a break from their reading and math lessons to learn about feelings. Former teacher David Levine, the director of the Teaching Empathy Institute, sat in front of the class, frowning.

“Pretend I’m your classmate and I just moved here, I don’t know anyone,” Levine said to the students, who were sitting in rows on an alphabet rug. He called on a girl wearing a rhinestoned hair bow and asked if she would come up to the front of the class and try to connect with him as part of a role-play exercise.

The girl walked up to him shyly. “Hi,” she said.

“Hi,” Levine mumbled, looking down, shoulders slumped. “What’s your name?”

“Amber,” she said.

“My name’s Howard,” he said. “I don’t have any friends in this school. I don’t know anybody, and I don’t like it here.”

“I can be your friend,” Amber replied.

“Really?” Levine’s face perked up. His shoulders straightened.

“Yeah.”

“Why would you be my friend? You just met me,” Levine said, but his demeanor was still brightening.

“Because that’s being nice to other people,” Amber said.

Levine stopped and addressed the class. “Look at me. Have I changed?” he asked.

“Yes!” the students all chimed in unison.

“How have I changed?” he asked. “Use words, describe. What’s different about my face?”

“You’re smiling,” one girl said.

“What are my eyes doing?” he asked.

“Happy!” another student interjected.

Levine was teaching these students how to read, label, and understand emotions. That might not seem like a skill as important as arithmetic or literacy, but research is starting to suggest otherwise. Kids have to recognize and understand emotions in order to figure out and manage their own feelings. And “emotional regulation,” as this skill is called, is strongly linked to academic success, the ability to have stable and healthy relationships, happiness, and other good outcomes.

Understanding the language of emotions is also a first step toward being generous and helpful. Think about it: If a child wants to do something nice for a friend, he first has to be able to perceive that friend’s feelings and needs. He has to be able to read his friend’s face and body language and translate that into an understanding of what his friend is going through and what he might want, without letting his own emotions or desires get in the way. When kids struggle with these skills, they understandably have more trouble connecting with others and being compassionate and helpful. This isn’t just theoretical; research confirms that emotional literacy is powerfully linked with altruistic behavior.

In a 2013 study, Celia Brownell, a psychologist at the University of Pittsburgh, and her colleagues invited toddlers and their caregivers—mostly mothers—into their lab and asked the moms to read a book to their kids. As they read, the researchers recorded how frequently the moms paused their reading to label and explain the characters’ feelings. (They presumed that the moms who stopped to discuss feelings while reading in the lab did the same when reading at home.) Then the toddlers were each invited to play with toys and a researcher in another room. While they played, they were given the opportunity to share toys, as well as to help when the researcher pretended to need assistance. In one situation, the researcher couldn’t reach an object she wanted; in another, the researcher pretended to be cold, hoping the toddler would bring her a nearby blanket.

When Brownell and her colleagues compared the mothers’ reading habits with the kids’ behaviors, they found that the children of moms who engaged with their kids about feelings while reading—and who got their kids to talk about feelings, too—were much more likely to help and share while playing.

You don’t have to read a book to talk about emotions, though; nor does this strategy apply only to toddlers and preschoolers. Ideally, parents should interject emotion talk into various parts of the day with kids of all ages. First, try to open up about your own feelings. I’m upset today, because my boss criticized the report I spent so much time on. Comment or ask about your kids’ feelings, too. Are you OK, sweetie? You look a little sad. Are you feeling sad? These kinds of conversations “promote empathy and compassion, in the sense of understanding others’ feelings and caring about them,” said developmental psychologist Stuart Hammond, director of the University of Ottawa’s Social Moral Development Lab. Even just naming and defining feelings can be helpful. Not so long ago, at dinner, my kids and I tried to brainstorm as many feelings as possible and talk about what they meant. It was a fun exercise, and I know they learned from it, because the next day I heard my daughter use the word elated while talking with her brother, which she’d never done before.

Bring feelings—and other people and their feelings—into your requests and encouragements, too. In one experiment, third and fourth graders were given money and then encouraged to donate it to children in need of food and toys. Some were told that sharing would help the other children and make them happy. Others were told that sharing is “the right thing to do.” The kids who’d been encouraged to share because of how it would make the other children feel were much more likely to donate their money. Other research has shown that the more that mothers consider other people’s feelings and encourage their children to do the same, the more empathetic their kids are, and the more helpful and kind they are at home and at school.

Emotions should become part of your disciplinary conversations as well. When your kids act out in ways that make other people sad or hurt, say so. When my daughter hits her brother, I now try to go beyond admonishing with Don’t hit! and instead say something like Hitting isn’t OK because it really hurts your brother, and I suspect that’s why he’s so sad right now. And then, instead of merely asking her to apologize, I ask her to check that her brother is OK and to figure out what she can do to make him feel better.

This idea is the foundation of a disciplinary approach known as induction, which was developed by child psychologists Martin Hoffman and Herbert Salzstein in the 1960s. Their research found that when parents discipline kids with explanations of how their actions affect others, kids are more likely to grasp the significance of their choices and amend their behavior. They empathize with the other person’s distress and are made aware of their responsibility for it. Examples of these kinds of explanations include When you throw snow on the neighbors’ walkway, they have to shovel it all over again and Try to be quiet; if your brother can sleep a while longer, he’ll feel better when he wakes up. (For more on discipline, see chapter 8.)

In a 1996 study designed to test Hoffman’s theory, researchers surveyed mothers of sixth and seventh graders about the ways in which they disciplined their kids and asked the kids how their parents disciplined them. The researchers also asked the kids’ teachers to rate how altruistic and helpful the students were; gave tests to the students to assess their levels of empathy; and tested the kids’ generosity by inviting them to give money to a charity. Kids whose parents used induction as a form of discipline—who explained to their kids how their actions affected others—were more generous and empathetic than kids whose parents disciplined in power-assertive ways, such as with punishments.

In another study, researchers found that the children of mothers who clearly explained to their kids how their transgressions harmed others were more interested in making reparations for their mistakes—and that they were more likely to help bystanders who appeared to be in distress.

Another key aspect of building emotional literacy is validating your kids’ feelings, even when they seem over the top or don’t make sense to you. This one is especially hard for me. My daughter is a meltdown machine: She’ll react maniacally to things that don’t seem like a big deal to anyone else. As an example, she now knows how to unstrap herself from her car seat, but she fluctuates between wanting me to open the car door for her and wanting to open it herself. Of course, she doesn’t tell me which preference she has on a given day (and if I ask, she gets mad), so I’m left to make a best guess—and God help me if I open the car door on a day when she doesn’t want me to. Then I have to deal with a full-on, sprawled-out-on-the-ground, kicking-and-screaming meltdown.

These moments are . . . challenging. Often, I’m in a hurry, or I’m tired, and everything inside me wants to say Calm down! or This isn’t a big deal! But of course, it is a big deal to her. A five-year-old’s world is very, very different from that of a forty-one-year-old; there are plenty of adult-world things that I consider mortifying that would elicit nothing more than a shrug from her if I tried to explain them. Like the time when, during the coronavirus pandemic, I forgot that I’d put my hair in ridiculous pigtails and then rediscovered them when I signed onto a Zoom interview with an esteemed physician and saw myself on the screen.

So despite how much we might want to tell our kids to calm down or buck up, when our children are upset, researchers say the best approach is to validate and acknowledge our children’s feelings, by saying something like Oh, you must be so frustrated that I opened the car door when you didn’t want me to! Research suggests that when parents are responsive to their children’s feelings of distress, their kids become better able to handle their own negative emotions, and they behave more empathetically and helpfully toward others who are upset. (Parental responsiveness to distress is also a crucial component of attachment theory, which was developed by psychologists John Bowlby and Mary Ainsworth starting in the 1950s. The theory, which is backed by research, suggests that when parents respond sensitively and consistently to their children in times of need, those kids learn that they can depend on their parents for comfort and safety, and they grow into more independent and resilient children and adults.)

This doesn’t mean, though, that you have to condone the way your child handles her feelings. It’s totally fine to communicate to your kid—perhaps once she’s stopped wailing—that although you know she was so incredibly mad, it wasn’t OK that she knocked over the kitchen chair in fury. (This is very different from dismissing her feelings or telling her she shouldn’t have been so mad.)

Maybe you say, What are some other ways you could have made yourself feel better? Some alternatives I’ve discussed with my daughter include taking slow deep breaths, yelling in her room or somewhere else that’s appropriate, and stomping her feet. And she’s learning: Recently, when she got upset, she stood up, walked outside, and screamed like a banshee for a minute or two. (My poor neighbors.)

When parents help their kids problem-solve ways to fix a situation or make themselves feel better, their kids really do become more considerate. In a multiyear study published in 2016, researchers at Penn State and the University of California, Riverside, surveyed mothers about their toddlers’ behavior and the way they typically responded to their toddlers’ negative feelings. They also observed the moms and kids together in the lab after the children were made to feel disappointed by being given a gift they didn’t want. They found that the kids whose moms helped them problem-solve while upset developed better emotional regulation skills over time and became more compassionate and helpful.

And in a 2019 study, researchers found that when mothers made an effort to help their toddlers manage stressful situations, those kids, one year later, were more likely than others to comfort a researcher who acted like she had been hurt. It may well be that when parents respond warmly to their kids in times of distress and give them the tools to calm themselves down, kids learn to understand their own emotions and then can recognize—and respond to—emotional needs they see in others.

This all said, it’s not like emotionally literate kids are nice all the time. That would be too easy. In fact, the same emotional skills that help kids empathize and understand others’ needs can be used to undermine others’ well-being—something I see almost daily in my kids’ interactions as they fling perfectly engineered insults at each other that hit right where it hurts most. But sibling conflict isn’t evidence that your kids are evil; it’s normal and natural, to a degree (for more on what you can do to help siblings get along, see chapter 9). And sometimes, kids can be unbearably obnoxious to their siblings but very considerate to their friends, in a Jekyll and Hyde sort of way.

To sum things up: Talk to your kids about feelings—yours, theirs, everybody’s. Tie their actions and choices to other people’s feelings. When they’re upset, validate their feelings even when you just want to roll your eyes. But when they’ve calmed down a bit, discuss the kinds of emotional expressions you think are appropriate, and help them identify strategies they can use in difficult situations in the future.

Selflessness Strategy #2

Create opportunities for your kids to help.

One day not too long ago, my then five-year-old daughter really wanted to get a waffle out of the toaster herself. Great idea in theory, but allowing her to “help” meant that we had to find a stool, move the stool next to the toaster, move the toaster toward the edge of the counter, and then ensure she didn’t burn herself as she pulled the waffle out. Her “help” required extra work and time on my end, which meant, of course, that it wasn’t really helpful at all.

Researchers have invented the perfect phrase to describe this: Unhelpful helping. Baking cookies with kids, compared with baking them alone, takes about three times as long and makes the kitchen eight times as messy. And how fun is it when they “help” without asking your permission? Look, Mom, I refolded the clothes! Oh God, please, no. Hey, Dad, I washed your car! Oh shit, is that a garden hose in my front seat? In a 2018 paper, Brownell and Hammond interviewed more than five hundred parents about their toddlers’ unhelpfully helpful behaviors. One mom admitted that she has to check the trash several times a day because her daughter is always throwing away perfectly good things. “We believe she lost one of her favorite shoes that way,” she said.

Sometimes, you just don’t have time for your kids to unhelpfully help. As a working mom, I often fall into this camp: I’ll say, No, honey, not this time, I’m in a hurry and then do it all myself, because efficiency. I’ve been trying to relax a bit on this front, though, because research suggests that the more opportunities parents create for kids to help—what researchers refer to as “scaffolding”—the more kids want to help and the better they become at it. This doesn’t mean your kid has to participate in every step of the Sunday morning pancake-making process: You can preselect tasks that you think they’ll be able to manage, like stirring the batter or pouring in premeasured ingredients. Over time, they’ll learn skills that actually make them helpful.

Research directly supports this idea. In a 2015 study, Hammond and his colleague Jeremy Carpendale watched mothers interact with their toddlers when they were asked to clean up after a pretend tea party. The more the moms encouraged their kids to help, and the more they supported their kids’ (sometimes counterproductive) attempts to help, the more their children offered to help researchers who pretended to encounter problems later on.

Joan Grusec, a developmental psychologist who is now a professor emerita at the University of Toronto, and her colleagues have found that when kids regularly help around the house—and especially when they do tasks that directly assist other people—they also become more compassionate. In a 1997 study, she and her colleagues interviewed mothers about the kinds of jobs their ten-to-fourteen-year-olds were expected to do around the
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