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				Maria Shriver 
presents

				The Open Field

				A Publishing Imprint

				Books that Rise Above the Noise and Move Humanity Forward

			

			
				Dear Reader,

				Years ago, these words attributed to Rumi found a place in my heart:

				Out beyond ideas of

				wrongdoing and rightdoing,

				there is a field. I’ll meet you there.

				Ever since, I’ve cultivated an image of what I call the “Open Field”—a place out beyond fear and shame, beyond judgment, loneliness, and expectation. A place that hosts the reunion of all creation. It’s the hope of my soul to find my way there—and whenever I hear an insight or a practice that helps me on the path, I love nothing more than to share it with others.

				That’s why I’ve created The Open Field. My hope is to publish books that honor the most unifying truth in human life: We are all seeking the same things. We’re all seeking dignity. We’re all seeking joy. We’re all seeking love and acceptance, seeking to be seen, to be safe. And there is no competition for these things we seek—because they are not material goods; they are spiritual gifts!

				We can all give each other these gifts if we share what we know—what has lifted us up and moved us forward. That is our duty to one another—to help each other toward acceptance, toward peace, toward happiness—and my promise to you is that the books published under this imprint will be maps to the Open Field, written by guides who know the path and want to share it.

				Each title will offer insights, inspiration, and guidance for moving beyond the fears, the judgments, and the masks we all wear. And when we take off the masks, guess what? We will see that we are the opposite of what we thought—we are each other.

				We are all on our way to the Open Field. We are all helping one another along the path. I’ll meet you there.

				Love,
Maria Shriver

			

		

	
		
			
			
			To our parents: Luba, Scott, Stan and Kay

		

	
		
			Introduction

			Becoming a parent is like carrying a backpack full of the most significant responsibilities you’ve ever had. When your child is born, you immediately feel the urge to protect them from all of life’s unexpected ups and downs. You keep adjusting the straps, hoping to get comfortable with the weight as you move forward. You strive to keep them safe at every turn, but the journey can feel heavy. We’re here to help lighten the load, guiding you every step of the way.

			Watching your child grow brings about so much joy and equal parts worry over their unpreventable hurts. Witnessing their anxieties can be painful, confusing, and sometimes frustrating. Every parent has wondered at one time or another if they cause their child’s struggles. Caregivers often believe they should instinctively know all about child-rearing and feel guilty when they don’t get it right.

			The reality is, parenting is a skill learned on the job, and that rarely comes easily, especially if no one has shown you the ropes. Moms and dads (and a few grandparents and other caregivers) join our parenting groups out of a desperate need for change. They discover effective tools to help their children, and they find relief in knowing that all parents struggle with what to do and say, regardless of how composed things may appear on the outside.

			But raising children is getting harder as anxiety levels keep climbing, even among the youngest kids. The mental health crisis facing children has escalated sharply in recent years, with millions from the ages of 3 to 17 receiving diagnoses for ADHD, anxiety, behavioral problems, or depression, often with multiple conditions occurring together.[*1] Suicidal behaviors among teens have also surged, bringing profound heartache to families.[*2]

			These trends mirror what we see as parenting coaches. Over the years, we’ve worked with thousands of parents and children struggling with anxiety and stress. What we know for sure is: families need better ways to find calm. To meet that need, we developed the SAFER Parenting philosophy to help parents navigate children’s biggest anxieties in a world that seems to have an endless supply of them.

			In the chapters ahead, we use the words “stress,” “worry,” and “anxiety” interchangeably to show that these are everyday feelings, not just clinical terms. When we mention anxiety or say someone is feeling anxious, we’re talking about the feelings of unease or stress that everyone experiences, not necessarily a diagnosed condition. Every child feels worry, stress, or anxiety at some point, and this book is here to help you manage those moments. Whether your child deals with these feelings once in a while or more often, the tips and strategies we share will be useful for you both.

			We’ve written this book with parents of 6-to-12-year-olds in mind; however, our insights and strategies provide valuable guidance on nurturing and supporting your child at any age.

			What Is SAFER Parenting?

			Kids do well and build emotional strength when they have supportive caregivers and feel safe. In other words, the answer to easing your child’s worries in many ways is right here—it’s you! You can be that dependable person during their early years as they start exploring the world and encounter things that upset them or make their eyes go wide. And when you think, “I can’t control everything happening out there,” you can say to yourself, “But they have me! I’m here to support them, love them, and help them learn to handle their feelings.”

			You may be wondering, why “SAFER”? At its core, our approach involves coaching parents to provide their children with psychological safety. The safer a parent you can be for your child, the better. This sense of security is not just derived from one thing—sometimes, this means a Band-Aid and a kiss on the knee; other times, it involves shielding them from an angry adult. It’s about letting your child be furious and cry over something trivial, knowing it won’t matter the next day. It’s about showing up for a tough conversation, calm and ready to listen.

			We’ve broken down the elements of SAFER Parenting into five principles: Set the Tone, Allow Feelings to Guide Behaviors, Form Identity, Engage Like a Pro, and Role Model. Collectively, these principles make up a roadmap to help parents create a safe environment for children and ease their worries.

			S Set the Tone

			This is the first and most foundational principle. Setting a calm tone involves regulating your own emotions, because your ability to find calm helps your child find theirs. When you Set the Tone, you:

			
					
					Discover how to manage your own reactivity constructively

				

					
					Create an emotionally safe environment for your child

				

					
					Help children feel more at ease when discussing challenging topics

				

					
					Become the most composed person in any situation, where your calm aids your child in finding their own

				

			

			A Allow Feelings to Guide Behaviors

			Every parent wants to know what to do and say when their child has big feelings. We’ll show you how to steer them toward alternative behaviors instead of scolding and punishing; and when things don’t go well, how to repair the situation. When you Allow Feelings to Guide Behaviors, you:

			
					
					Teach your child to identify and articulate their feelings

				

					
					Foster a mind-body connection and teach calming tools

				

					
					Prepare your child for future challenges with a Plan to Cope (PTC)

				

					
					Learn the golden rule for handling emotions (spoiler: guide the behavior, not the feeling)

				

			

			F Form Identity

			Cultivating a strong sense of self is essential for a child’s emotional well-being. We’ll guide you in acknowledging their strengths, improving your relationship, and anchoring them in your family heritage and broader community. When you help to Form Identity, you:

			
					
					Help your child build sturdy self-confidence for their lifetime

				

					
					Provide your child with resilience against peer pressure

				

					
					Strengthen your bond for a solid parent-child connection

				

					
					Cultivate your child’s sense of belonging

				

			

			E Engage Like a Pro

			This principle teaches you the tools we, as psychotherapists, use to effectively navigate conversations with children. You’ll learn communication strategies that make you the trusted person your child can approach to discuss any topic. When you Engage Like a Pro, you:

			
					
					Use techniques to encourage children to share more

				

					
					Help your child’s worries dissipate by having productive conversations

				

					
					Identify the best moments to initiate and sustain conversations

				

					
					Avoid typical responses that shut kids down or make things worse

				

			

			R Role Model

			To create a calm environment for your child, you need to closely examine your own behaviors that might inadvertently increase their anxiety. This principle will help you assess how you manage stress and its impact on your children, encouraging you to adopt healthier ways to cope. When you Role Model, you:

			
					
					Demonstrate good coping habits in front of your child

				

					
					Model positive self-esteem to nurture your child’s inner voice

				

					
					Address emotional challenges of loved ones in age-appropriate ways

				

					
					Create a plan for yourself to address deeper challenges

				

			

			The SAFER Parenting philosophy can be embedded in how you parent daily, how you talk to your kids, and how you carry yourself. Think of it as a layer of protection against life’s biggest anxieties. Each of the five principles promotes emotional safety, and the more you incorporate these into your parenting, the more effective you will be at helping your children manage worry.

			Child therapy works because it offers kids a safe, secure place to sort through their worries. Similarly, our philosophy aims to create the same kind of calm, predictable space. It ensures that your child recognizes you as an approachable and reliable figure they can depend on, no matter what they are going through. That’s the primary goal of SAFER Parenting.

			Psychological Safety

			One night in our weekly parenting group, Angela, admittedly anxious, said, “This kind of protection is totally foreign to me. We all loved each other a lot, but my parents never tried to make me feel emotionally safe. Dad worked, and Mom seemed overwhelmed with the three of us kids. They never asked me what was wrong when I needed them or tried to help me feel better. I don’t think they knew how.” This family had love but lacked psychological safety. We want your children to know something different.

			When you make your relationship psychologically safe, children can navigate their changing moods and behaviors more easily. They learn to communicate their feelings instead of letting them explode or bottling them up. These skills help them grow into adults who know who they are, what’s important to them, and how to advocate for their needs.

			With your support, they feel accepted and valued for their unique identity. They develop higher confidence in their abilities and stronger self-esteem. The bond you build with your child will result in more conversations where they seek your guidance. They also perform better academically, as feeling secure allows them to focus on learning without being distracted by emotional stressors. With a foundation of love and acceptance, you’re raising kids who aren’t just smart but happy, self-knowing, and resilient.

			Children who experience this kind of safety grow up to be adults who opt for a walk when feeling overwhelmed instead of downing a second beer to numb discomfort. They maintain solid relationships with friends and intimate partners, having learned healthy conflict resolution from you. Comfortable in seeking support from others during stress, they are likely to experience fewer mental health issues and are better protected against severe anxiety.

			Today, you can find a ton of information on social media or online about what to say to children when they are worried, but to build true emotional and psychological safety, you need more than just clever phrases. You need to create the conditions for emotional comfort and ease. By embodying the principles of SAFER Parenting, you become a beacon of the stability and reassurance you wish existed in the world.

			It’s true that a bit of worry is normal and even useful. It helps kids spot dangers and keep themselves from harm. Without some concern, they might not think about the risks of playing outside during a thunderstorm or approaching a dangerous animal. A little anxiety also teaches kids about their limits and encourages them to say no to risky situations, like trying a weed pen. But sometimes, it can feel like too much and they become overwhelmed by worry. The tools we offer here will help them manage big emotions so they can get back to being kids.

			Not Just Another Parenting Style

			Parenting has come a long way from the days when children were raised to be “seen and not heard.” Top-down family setups, where parents knew best, have given way to a greater emphasis on understanding and meeting children’s needs. That’s a good thing. This change is driven by psychologically informed methods that value and prioritize a close parent-child relationship. Even so, some of the people we work with grew up in homes where a “hands-off” type of parenting was the norm, with little to no structure or rules. Or, conversely, some parents were so enmeshed in their kids’ lives, there was barely room to think. No wonder so many people are utterly confused about which parenting style is right, especially as parenting gets more and more complex (thanks a lot, smartphones and scary headlines!).

			No doubt, how you were raised influences how you parent. Maybe you follow the rules and values you grew up with, or you might run away from those models as a reaction. And whichever parenting style you choose, it’s bound to cause conflict at some point between partners and co-parents who were raised differently.

			If you have more than one kid, it only gets trickier since you never get the same parenting experience twice. Gabrielle, like so many parents, tells us that her daughter will “get over” disappointment quickly while her son can’t stop crying, or that one child listens when they ask them to clean up while the other just outright ignores them. Each child experiences a different side of you as a parent, too, since you’re at a different place in your life and every relationship has unique joys and challenges.

			Despite the many changes in parenting philosophies over the years, we now recognize the fundamental role you play in influencing your child’s anxiety levels. By applying the SAFER Parenting principles, you equip your children with the skills to navigate life’s twists and turns. While you cannot shield your children from every hardship, you can certainly prepare them to manage stress more effectively by creating a safe environment at home.

			Establishing a stable environment for your child is a culmination of decisions, both big and small. Not every home environment is safe. In such cases, alternative dependable settings, such as schools or relatives’ homes, can provide the stability and calm that children need. Teachers and caregivers can also apply the tools in this book to support the children in their care.

			How the Book Works

			Raising Calm Kids in a World of Worry is based on our child psychotherapy and parent coaching work, which began in Los Angeles and expanded to different parts of the globe. Our weekly groups have become a treasured time for many parents who come to relate to other parents just like them and their all-too-common challenges. The hour spent together learning and growing often offsets the self-blame that always seems to pile up, no matter what they do. Parents relate to each other’s struggles. Hearing others share similar experiences gives them solace that they are not alone and offers inspiration to reset and parent again the next day. Many of our groups have stayed together for years.

			As you read, we want you to feel like you’re right there with us in one of our parent coaching circles. We’ve included numerous examples throughout this book that reflect the shared experiences of families to help you feel understood and not alone in your journey. It might even feel like we’ve been a fly on the wall in your kitchen, as these examples capture the universal struggles and triumphs we’ve witnessed in our work with parents and children. Rest assured, we’ve changed all identifying details to protect confidentiality.

			We also want to make sure you have simple, research-based strategies that are practical enough to implement immediately. Parent coaching is about quickly finding the information you need. Forget scrolling through online forums and social media groups, which can increase your anxiety. Instead, we’ve done the hard work of gathering all the most useful parenting practices and habits of mind. We invite you to dip in whenever you need that extra boost or want some parenting wizardry to get through a particularly rough patch. Skim it when you have, say, ten minutes before carpool pickups or before you fall asleep at night. The ideas are practical and straightforward enough to share with co-parents, grandparents, a babysitter, and everyone else involved in your children’s development.

			In Part I, we’ll help you understand the often overlooked and misunderstood roots of your child’s worry, as well as how to spot anxiety. Then, in Part II, we’ll walk you through each principle of SAFER Parenting and show you how to implement it. You may not always like what we say, but trust that our tools come from coaching successes with real-life families whose lists of concerns probably look a lot like yours.

			Join the Club

			You’re reading this book because you want to prevent your children from worrying as much as possible. We understand that. But this book isn’t actually for them, it’s for you. That’s because when you’re less anxious, your children tend to be less stressed, too—and vice versa. By learning these techniques yourself, you’re managing their worry at the same time.

			Parents often wrestle with guilt when they recognize the potential impact they may have on their children’s anxieties. Here, we offer you the tools to confront and refine aspects of yourself that are still evolving. Acknowledging and addressing your unproductive behaviors is one of the bravest steps you can take as a parent. As you apply the tools and skills outlined in these chapters, your children will benefit from having a parent who recognizes their worries and steers them toward effective coping mechanisms.

			Being a better-informed parent makes you stronger and more confident. Remember, it’s never too late to turn things around. Even if you sometimes feel lost about handling your child’s anxiety, this book will guide you through implementing these strategies. You can still be a great parent; armed with the right knowledge and support, you’ll see just how capable you are!

			SAFER Parenting is a no-judgment zone, so go easy on yourself. In coaching, there’s no room for shame or blame. We pinpoint the issues, discover effective coping strategies, and build your skills until success becomes a natural part of your routine.

			We laid it all out here. We’re glad to have you join us.

			
				Skip Notes

				
					*1 “Data and Statistics on Children’s Mental Health,” Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, last reviewed March 8, 2023, https://www.cdc.gov/childrensmentalhealth/data.html.

				

				
					*2 Agency for Healthcare Research and Quality (US), 2022 National Healthcare Quality and Disparities Report (Rockville, MD: Agency for Healthcare Research and Quality, 2022), https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/books/NBK587182.

				

			

		

	
		
			Part I: 
The What and Why of Worry

			•   •   •

		

	
		
			One

			Why Kids Worry

			When a child experiences worry that won’t go away, parents feel overwhelmed and lost; they desperately want to make it better but don’t know how. We get emails and calls from parents looking for guidance nearly every day. Paige wrote, “I’m sitting in the parking lot after drop-off, typing this email. I need your help. My daughter has good friends, but she constantly worries about people liking her. I can’t convince her not to worry no matter what I say. I’m out of ideas of how to support her, and I feel her pain; I was worried as a kid, too. Please call me as soon as you can.”

			A child’s anxiety takes a toll on everyone who loves them. Curtis said, “I’m reaching out because my son’s anxiety has spiraled, and we’re at a loss. It’s heart-wrenching to see him suddenly consumed by fear, obsessing over animal extinction. He’s also constantly anxious about the possibility of a school shooting. How should we respond? My partner and I are both on edge, we’ve started snapping at each other, and now we’re even short with him. This feels terrible for all of us.”

			As psychotherapists, we consider anxiety, especially in children, a catastrophic mental health concern. For parents, the complexities have multiplied, and the challenges have expanded beyond traditional childhood worries, making the load of anxiety a collective burden that children, like everyone else, must bear. Kids encounter daily social dynamics, academic pressures, and, of course, the omnipresence of technology.

			While some children may outgrow their worries, others find them persistent. In every parenting group, anxiety and overwhelm are frequent topics of discussion. “My child seems scared of everything and now avoids going to practice, even though they live for volleyball,” says one mom. Another chimes in: “Yes, my son’s been worried for months about being expelled, even though we’ve never received a single call from school!”

			The first step to helping reduce the anxiety kids carry is to learn about what’s contributing to it in the first place. As parents in our groups learn about the factors listed in this chapter, they begin connecting the dots for their own families. For instance, Ana told us, “It never occurred to me that my own stress about getting places on time is making my kid nervous.”

			Together, you and your child can develop the tools necessary to navigate the anxieties of today’s world. But it starts with understanding what makes children worry. We’ll teach you how to recognize these stressors and offer strategies for support. Understanding what causes kids’ worries is no longer just beneficial—it’s essential for effective parenting.

			The Worries We See and the Worries We Don’t

			If your kid is afraid of spiders, you know because they squeal when they see one. You know they don’t like the dark because they ask to keep a light on. But sometimes, things you can’t see or may not have considered also cause worry. Your child might feel too embarrassed to tell you they’re being picked on at school, or they overheard a scary piece of news they’re trying to make sense of, or they’re picking up on your own stress. And sometimes, children simply have no clue what is upsetting them in the moment.

			Just like when we work with parents in person, the first thing we want to do is help you understand the whole picture. So, in this chapter, we will show you how to go beyond the surface of what your child is telling you and delve into the inner workings of their thoughts and feelings, where there are things that profoundly impact their sense of calm that they can’t yet put into words.

			We should acknowledge, of course, that genetic predispositions can impact how prone kids are to developing anxiety and how intensely they experience worry. But genetics alone does not determine a child’s worry levels. Outside influences, parenting styles, family dynamics, and exposure to stressful events affect a child’s anxiety. The reality is, it’s rarely just one thing but a combination of elements that makes anxiety increase.

			Fiona told us, “It never crossed my mind that my daughter would be worried about death when she was six years old.” Veronica, another mom, said to the group, “My fear of germs is clearly why my kids won’t sit down on public transportation.” To help your child most, we want you to be aware of all these contributing factors. You can actually parent differently to help reduce the anxiety they carry. Understanding the causes of their worries is the first step. Let’s get started.

			What Your Child Hears and Sees

			In this big, complicated world, kids sometimes see or hear things that even grown-ups can’t fully understand. During a parenting group discussion about what makes parents anxious, one mom shared that she’s at a loss for words when her son asks tough questions like why wars happen or if a natural disaster could hit them. Another parent, Fatima chimed in, “How do I explain death and aging to my fourth grader, much less AI? I feel like I need a PhD for handling these questions!”

			The truth is, difficult topics are just part of life. Children often overhear adults or older siblings discussing sad or frightening world events, or they might encounter alarming statistics about climate change in science class. They pick up on conversations at home, even when you think they’re not listening, and they exchange information with peers at school. Regardless of how much you attempt to shield them from distressing news, take it from two child specialists: children are in the know.

			The reason why certain subjects can cause worry is because kids don’t yet have the emotional sophistication to understand the nuances of a situation or a grasp on the cycle of life. They often fill in the blanks by assuming the worst. Their young minds often extrapolate from what they’ve heard or seen, becoming convinced that the same horrible thing will happen to them, you, or someone else they love. Therefore, it’s important to be aware, as much as you can, of the kinds of information your child consumes.

			Here are some of the most common ways your child might access anxiety-inducing information.

			The Internet

			Children’s brains are not equipped to process the vast amounts of information they encounter on the internet and social media. Online, children can gain access, often accidentally, to content that’s too adult for their developing brains. They can access pornography as fast as an adult by typing a word into the search bar, and without any age verification. They also can’t discern an online stranger’s age and intentions. The internet can be a dreadful and dangerous place for kids, especially if you don’t have enough protection in place.

			News

			With just a glance at your cell phone, children can read a news headline or see a photo that spikes their anxiety. The news in print, on TV, and on the radio often prioritizes sensational stories covering violence, natural disasters, and horrific accidents. Children need more sophistication and context for these complicated issues that they simply don’t have at this age.

			Screen Time

			The future was supposed to bring us jetpacks and flying cars. Instead, we got kids in the back of the minivan refusing to hand over their iPads. You don’t need us to tell you that frequent screen use is habit-forming and makes children want more. But it also adds to their worries. Exposure to electronic devices for hours on end increases levels of anxiety in kids, regardless of what they’re watching.

			One of our clients told us, “Julian kept yelling at me when I asked him to put away his tablet. We are now only allowing an hour of screens a day outside of homework, and I swear, by day four, it’s like I have a different kid. I don’t recognize him. He’s laughing, coming up with fun games to play, and even going outside on his own.” We hear this so often from parents who continuously lament tech use as a source of strife in their homes.

			Screens may provide an easy answer when there’s nothing else to do, but they are not conducive to calm; they increase isolation and reduce face-to-face socialization. While focused on screens, children cannot tune into their senses and be present with their surroundings and the people around them, which is an essential aspect of reducing anxiety. The more kids use electronics, the less they engage in everything else.

			No, not all time spent on electronic devices is harmful, and we don’t advocate taking away screen time completely. The use of technology is valuable for education, entertainment, and communication, and kids will need it for the rest of their lives. We also know it takes a lot of work to keep kids off devices! That’s why parental controls, consistent boundaries around screen time, and supervision are even more essential these days. Many parents we work with tell us that they know that keeping device use low is necessary, yet boundaries and supervision around technology are what they struggle with the most. When parents help children reduce tech use overall, and it becomes a more minor part of family life, fighting over screen time goes down, too.

			AI and New Technology

			Even though emerging technology like AI can be cool, the idea that it can take on human-like qualities can be overwhelming for kids. Children learn about AI as a powerful tool that can communicate, but it is so difficult for kids to understand, especially because even adults don’t know where its development will go. It’s easy for their minds to go to scary places, like 11-year-old Sierra, who said, “When AI improves, will it watch my every move?”

			Mature Content

			You undoubtedly remember seeing a movie, TV show, or magazine as a kid that was too racy, scary, or advanced for your age. Children today have infinitely more ways to access worlds beyond their comprehension. Watch out for movies, shows, books, and video games with adult content. Even though they might beg to watch something for older kids or adults, remember that ratings are there because certain themes are extra impactful on children. Being exposed to topics that are more mature than they can handle, even when they think they are old enough, causes

			Mass Shootings and Other Disasters

			
			
			
			What Your Child Experiences: The Everyday and Not-So-Everyday Stressors of Life
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			Sweeping Conversations Under the Rug
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