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Preface

I have seen thousands of children for one reason or another in forty years of working with kids. Regardless of how much professional training I have had in recognizing psychopathology and adjustment issues, I have discovered that most problems rest with inadequate skills to develop a loving relationship with someone else. I might add that this disturbance in developing loving bonds also explains most problems with adults as well.
I entered the field of psychology to help people, as most individuals clearly communicate with the application; however, when I entered the classrooms, that help word was quickly translated into diagnosis and therapy. Psychology does not pretend to deal with the indefinable and unreliable features of the human psyche or else it becomes an art and not a science. Those in the profession of psychology prefer the discipline to be considered alongside medicine as a healing science, and discourage anyone from even discussing the soft fringes of human experience. Each dynamic or behavior has to be reduced to measurable and researchable units. For example, there was huge relief when even the personal experience of pain could be calculated in subjective units of discomfort (SUDs) and could be brought to a linear measurement.
You could probably understand my dismay and frustration when I was given a textbook on human development on the first day of graduate school that consisted of children’s responses to environmental stimuli as its entire content, as if the child’s behavior had been reduced to that of a rat. This level of understanding children continued throughout my training and still exists today.
There’s clearly a disinterest in teaching a child to love and to be loved although this primary issue is at the heart of the problem for nearly every child I have ever seen. For the great majority of referrals, the performances or intelligences required in school or as part of their participation in family or social life bring them to my door.
Where have we gone in our society or even in our world that we downgrade this critical concern that lays the grid for all of human conditions? We worry about competition from other countries in terms of knowledge and numbers of PhDs. Yet what makes a country successful and builds its resistance to invasion but love and loyalty toward it? The mark of a great nation is its success in providing its citizens with an abundance of happiness and success. How can we achieve this without the basic elements of bonding in relationships? Our religions speak to this priority.
As I have perused the literature on guidance with children in their quests for learning, I am struck with the fact that very little has been said about the compassion of the child and the need for love as part of the therapeutic process. Everyone seems to be developing computer and online instruction on how to make kids smarter or more competent in some skill, but what about the most important aspect: the love capacity. It will not be whether or not he or she remembers what [.pi]r2 is or the past tense form of to be when the challenges of intimacy and bonding with another person arise. We have no classes in school that discuss how to love another person, especially a child in our care. Yet what will be the primary value that will be the guiding light when they face the evils and temptations of the world? How will they feel without the substance love offers them when they feel lonely and desperate, which they surely will?
The specific areas of the brain that are responsible for reading signals and communicating with other humans are being denied the stimulation they need to develop. And for most of these functions, there is a window of maximum benefit. Once time has passed in the developmental evolution of the child’s brain, learning becomes more difficult.
The training and administration of love is an investment and it is never a losing proposition. This is the most basic ingredient of healing I know, and every child deserves to have the most unconditional love he or she can receive. We all do. This book is a step into that arena and I hope it will make a difference in the world of all children.
My interest in helping people usually centers around children and their problems in growing up. I am alarmed in this generation of care that there is so little attention paid to the love and compassion needed by these children as they go through some of the most challenging times of their lives. They are faced with some horrible ordeals in adapting to the expectations of the world while dealing with crises such as learning disabilities, family conflicts, bullying, and a huge set of other physical and developmental imbalances. There is a huge overlay of stress and psychological strain accompanying any transition.
I have a very wise and highly successful friend who has worked with people all her life (edging past eighty years as of this printing) and her comment was that in every case she knew, those who were raised in a home without affection and love were the hardest core. In her words, “they came from a dry hole of assurance that they were loved or could be lovable.” Love was the major ingredient that created positive change. Interestingly, it was the learning of love for others that came first. With these observations in mind, I see that with all of our advances in health care, the only thing parents are usually offered is a pill to remedy their problems with their children.
The psychiatric community has insisted on lowering the age for diagnoses such as bipolar and depression disorders with the administration of medications that have little or no clinical evidence of effects or side effects. Mental health groups have started diagnosing attention deficit disorder at a 67 percent error rate in order to categorize some behavior for medical intervention rather than using more long-term approaches that would require change and confrontation.
In a great majority of cases I have seen and consulted on, although children might have these other problems, the most significant problem began with a lack of training in the art of loving themselves and others. By missing out on this critical part of development, I have noticed that the children have some intuition that they are missing a vital part of their heritage—their hearts.
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1
Understanding the Bonds of Love

Johanna and Frank came into the clinic in a last desperate effort to find some way to manage their misbehaving ten-year-old, Frank Jr. Their complaints were typical. Although they gave him everything he wanted, it was never enough. Their son yelled in anger and complained that his older sister got more attention and respect. But he could be very charming at times, especially when he wanted something—only to then fly into a rage without provocation.
This kind of behavior can seem like simple lack of parental control at first impression. But such hostility also can be a plea for love and for closer family bonds. That was the case with Frank Jr. By simply giving in to his demands, his parents were sending a message that the boy perceived as: “We don’t like you and we know it and feel ashamed, so we will pay you off with presents.”
How do I know this? Because Frank Jr. told me. He was devastated every time they gave in. He felt that he had a huge burden to bear because his name was “Jr.” He said he knew he could never live up to expectations, so why bother trying? He’d developed the view that his older sister, Angela, was the favored child; she was the nice one, the good kid who always did the right thing. Under strains like these, the bond he had once had with his parents had snapped and they were at the end of their rope.
Frank Jr. and his parents learned how to develop a bond of love following the methods I will describe in this book. This is not to say that he became the model child, but he did learn to trust that his parents loved him and that they were always acting out of love and concern. For him, this was a big step in the right direction.
Children who lash out can take parents to the edge. There are plenty of professionals and nonprofessionals willing to tag them with labels and drug them with medications to give parents relief. But at least 90 percent of these “worst cases” are actually just normal kids desperately looking for love and understanding. Rarely do I see parents who do not love their children. Most will fight to the grave for them, but many parents are in desperate need of ways to develop bonds of love and understanding with their children.
Do you sometimes feel that your children treat you more like a servant than a respected parent? Do your kids feel entitled to things that you consider privileges? Do they get angrier and unhappier even as you give them more and more? Does your relationship with your children seem to be in a downward spiral?
Has the fun gone out of parenthood? Do you fear that you and your children will never form a bond?
You are not alone in such feelings. Thousands of parents have shared these and other frustrations with me in my many years as a family counselor. I understand how it hurts parents to give and give of themselves and get nothing but disrespect and rebellion in return.
In the survey of 20,000 parents conducted for Dr. Phil McGraw’s book Family First, I was surprised by the extent of the fears and concerns expressed in a survey of parents who responded to some items on his Web site. Seventy-five percent of these mothers and fathers expressed fear and resentment over the demands of parenthood. Many said they felt their children did not love them. They felt like they were only serving as caretakers to ungrateful, selfish dependants. Other studies have found similar results, which led me to the conclusion that great numbers of men and women in this country feel unappreciated, uncomfortable, and disappointed in their roles as parents.
Parental disillusionment escalates to alarm and fear with the first call from the principal or the police department. Parents panic when they sense they are losing control. It can be overwhelming and frightening to watch a once-loving child transform into a spiteful, self-destructive monster.
These conflicts between parents and children occur in every neighborhood in every town on every day. The irony, of course, is that love is at the center of every one of these raging parent-child battles.
We all want to be loved. We all want to give love. Yet that basic powerful human need is blocked by the walls of silence, anger, resentment, and frustration that go up between warring parents and their children.
This book is designed to bring down the walls and to restore the two-way flow of love between parents and children. My promise is to provide you with the tools to do that. But understand that the task of reaching out cannot begin until you first look within: to love and accept others, you must first love and accept yourself. This may sound scary, especially at this early stage. But I have been through this restorative process with hundreds of brave parents, and I have learned that it is never too late to learn how to love and to be loved again.
WHAT’S LOVE GOT TO DO WITH IT?
Giving and receiving love is vital to human existence. It is the glue that binds couples, families, communities, cultures, and nations. It is natural. It is instinctive. Yet this essential human capability is fragile. It can be corrupted and short-circuited to devastating effect.
Children need a loving environment to develop critical brain and organ functions. Malfunctions in the endocrine and hormonal systems and within the brain’s limbic system often stem from stress due to emotional insecurities and upheaval. For example, a child who has been abused or neglected has a higher risk of acting out violently and of making bad choices because of hormonal imbalances and brain toxicity.
While we all have the natural ability to love, we are not all born with the skills and behaviors necessary to connect with others. At birth, our overriding instinct is survival, not bonding. A nursing child is looking for sustenance; the bonding is secondary. In fact, children do not have the ability to empathize with others until their fifth or even seventh year. (That is, a three-year-old cannot understand that a pinch hurts his sister just as it would hurt him.) And if something disrupts or thwarts that critical development of empathy in a child, the effects can be highly disruptive and long-lasting.
Studies have shown that individuals who lack the capacity to love and to be loved have increased risk for physical and mental problems. They even can become sociopaths, unable to function normally in society. So this is not just a family problem—it is a societal problem. And it is an adult responsibility to step up, work through the emotional challenges, and intervene; to save the child and your relationship. The benefits will last a lifetime. But to ignore the problem will only lead to far greater consequences down the road, for both of you.
A loving bond between parent and child is one of life’s great gifts. But if a parent’s love and care for a child are not reciprocated, for whatever reason, the lack of a connection can create utter turmoil. I’ve found this to be particularly challenging for the parents of children with autism and Asperger’s syndrome. The divorce rate is 70 to 80 percent for those embattled families. Yet the parents of selfish, overdemanding, rebellious, and spoiled children face similar challenges.
THE PARENT TRAP
It is not hard to recognize selfish children and their devastating impact on the family. We’ve had many examples on the Dr. Phil show. I’ve seen many, many more in my practice. Tommy is one of the most memorable. He absolutely ran his family from the time he was six months old. He demanded his own meals, consisting of French fries, ice cream, and hot dogs, when he was two years old. His parents just wanted to avoid upsetting him, so they followed his demands to the point that his siblings were neglected. Tommy ate most of their food too.
By the time he was five years old, Tommy had used his temper tantrums to commandeer the master bedroom, sending his parents to sleep elsewhere. If any of his siblings or his parents did not follow his orders, he threatened them with a knife or gun. You can understand why this kid was a memorable challenge! But he had no major psychological problems, and his parents were of average intelligence. The mom and dad were just exhausted from dealing with this kid. It happens. Parents surrender. A study was conducted in which rat puppies wore out the mother rat by artificially imposing a continuous demand for attention without effective responses. The mother rats quickly rejected and ignored their babies, letting them die.
Rats should be expected to act like rats. But human parents also have been known to withdraw from their children when the kids become overly demanding or extremely high-maintenance. Parents aren’t perfect. Often we can get trapped into repeating behaviors that only incite rebellion and resentment from our children. In one study of ADHD children, the number of positive, rewarding statements like “Good job!” made by parents to their children was compared daily to the number of negative, punishing statements they made, like “you’re stupid,” “you’re not listening,” or “you’re lazy.” The average number of negative statements was one hundred per day, while the average number of positive statements was calculated to be less than one per day. Granted, that study was of hyperactive kids and their exasperated parents, but every parent should be aware that what you say to your child carries more weight than you might imagine. Most children in this study said they felt abandoned and unloved by their parents. Many feared their parents.
Just as bad as “negative attention” is the wrong kind of “positive attention.” Other reports show that American parents overindulge their children like no others. They shower them with toys, video games, DVDs, and other expensive distractions that may only widen the gulf and increase conflicts between parent and child. The substitution of toys for affection and love is not a new development, certainly; nor is it working any better today than it has in the past—for either party.
When parents lavish goodies upon their alienated children to “keep them busy”—a practice I describe as boredom phobia—they are only pouring fuel on the flames destroying their relationships. There are many ways a child can become “difficult,” and it is important to be able to identify the original causes.
OVERLOADED AND OVERBOOKED
A common problem I see—and one that can really hurt the parent-child bond—is parents who hyperschedule their children’s lives with nonstop activities, piling one practice upon another, one competition upon another. It’s okay to get your child involved in sports, music, or other activities as long as the child derives pleasure and satisfaction from them. But too often, children are booked tighter than rooms at the Ritz. Children of all ages need downtime. They need many hours of sleep. And they need relaxed moments with their adult role models, mentors, and guides to build bonds of trust and open communication.
I suspect that parents who create frenzied schedules for their children must be doing it for themselves, because it certainly isn’t for the welfare of their kids. Some adults live vicariously, pushing their children to master the things they never did. Others are hyper-competitive types who feel they have to give their children an edge. But they risk pushing their children over the edge instead by wearing them out, making them nervous wrecks, or robbing them of the quieter love and support they need. Too often, the message internalized by overscheduled children is that they are worthy of love only if they beat out all of their peers. What should be unconditional love is distorted into transactional love. Only by bringing home a trophy, straight A’s, or the beauty queen crown can these children expect the love that should be their natural due. That is the way they come to see it. And I don’t blame them.
One of the thousands of cases that reflects these downward spirals of poor bonding is that of Kay, twenty-eight-year-old mother of twelve-year-old Carla, a beautiful child who was on her way to becoming a tennis pro. Kay was determined to make her child a star. She entered Carla in every possible competition in hopes of attracting corporate sponsors, with visions of riches. She spent a fortune on trainers and equipment. She was burning through her family income and building considerable debt in her quest for love and approval. (She told me she’d spent more than $50,000 in a year just on equipment and travel expenses.) And she home-schooled her daughter so that she’d be available for training and matches.
In my sessions with this “stage mother,” I could see that there was more going on. Kay seemed to feel that if she could get everyone to love her daughter, everyone would love her too.
I noted also that this little girl had learned to manipulate and control her family because of her mother’s constant attention. When last I saw her, she was on her way to becoming a selfish and demanding little horror of a child. Efforts to avert that fate will have to start with the mother; the daughter will not likely change her behavior until the bond between them is no longer transactional (“your success earns my love”) versus unconditional (“you’ll get my love no matter what.”)
TWISTED LOVE
Children hunger for love and acceptance, but their understanding of it can easily be corrupted. That is why parental love should not depend on a judgment or be awarded like a blue ribbon at the county fair. The need for parental love is so great that abused children may convince themselves that the abuse is a form of love by telling themselves, “They wouldn’t care enough to hit me if they didn’t love me.”
Sadly, many children grow up with the notion that violence is a sign of love, and they bond on that basis. Chad’s father hit him daily because he believed—and told the boy—“I am doing this for your own good so you will learn respect.” Of course, this father was really teaching his son that violence was the only way to build respect. Chad grew to be a two-hundred-pound street fighter who abused his own wife and children. The great tragedy is that children who are physically and sexually abused carry their distorted perceptions of parental love into adulthood, and often become abusers themselves.
Parents also sometimes give their children food—especially sweets—as a substitute for love, which has contributed to the epidemic of obesity and diabetes among our young people. Rather than console or comfort a distraught child, some parents merely attempt to pacify them with candy or soft drinks. The problem is that “comfort food” is a poor and unhealthy alternative for true comforting, empathy, and unconditional love.
It is also true that parents who allow or encourage their children to spend hours watching television or DVDs—or wandering the Internet—are not doing their kids or themselves any favors. The development of people skills begins with interaction between parent and child—not between Nintendo and child. The kids may grow up as masters of Madden NFL Football video games, but thriving in a virtual world only isolates them and impedes the development of social skills they will need in the real world. Facebook.com is no substitute for your face at the dinner table, engaged conversation, and physical interaction. Children need to develop interpersonal skills that run deeper than typing in a screen name or instant messaging.
It cannot be said enough: Young people learn how to relate to others through their relationships with their parents. It all begins with you. Things may be bad between you and your children at this point. It happens. My clinic is booked months and months ahead by parents in your situation. But know this: your relationship with your children can be healed and made whole. It is going to take a great deal of effort. You will have to deal with some difficult challenges. But the rewards will last a lifetime.
My clinic, the Lawlis and Peavey PNP Center, in Lewisville, Texas, was created so that I could fulfill my dream to help children and parents create lasting, loving bonds. It is a holistic one-stop shop for repairing and building those bonds. We offer total diagnostic programs, complete medical exams, psychological analysis, cognitive studies, behavioral vision tests, and examinations for cognitive problems, family dynamics, academic learning, and neurological issues as well as individual clinical interviews. Brain scans are done to determine the level of brain function and whether toxins, allergies, and metabolic or other issues are affecting a child’s behavior. With all of these critical inputs, we can design treatment programs customized to each person. Always, our goal is to make family bonds whole, and we have had remarkable success.
Pop—and Mom—Quiz
This book is designed to heal and rebuild parent-and-child relationships by working with both sides for the benefit of all parties. National divorce rates of more than 50 percent make it clear that there are many adults who lack the ability to form lasting relationships. Those who have never experienced loving parental relationships will be given the tools and direction they need to recover and become loving, caring, and involved with their children. Both sides must step up and face reality to heal the parent-child relationship. This is a warm-up exercise to give you some insights into what works and what doesn’t and what is true and what is not in the tumultuous world of parents and their young.
Parents, you’re up first. (Age, as they say, before beauty.) This test will offer you some insights into what is true and what is myth in regard to the parent-child relationship.
Please answer the following statements as true (T) or false (F):
	The parental goal should be to make children happy.

T   F
	Television directly affects the emotional responses of a child.

T   F
	Cooking for your children creates emotional bonds with them.

T   F
	Your child will resent it if you set goals and demand they be met.

T   F
	Listening to music together may create bonds between you and your child.

T   F
	Some medications inhibit loving behavior from a child.

T   F
	Allowing your child to vent anger will prevent hostile behavior later.

T   F
	Parents often use the same child-rearing methods used by their mothers and fathers, even if they think they were ineffective.

T   F
	Children give love when all their needs are met.

T   F
	Your child can feel loved and comforted simply by hearing your breathing patterns.

T   F
	A child’s ability to love or be loved is determined by the physical health of the brain.

T   F
	Trying to reason with a child during a temper tantrum may only encourage bad behavior.

T   F
	To offer compliments or money for good behavior is like rewarding the child for something that should have been done anyway.

T   F
	Teens are in transition from childhood to adulthood and should be given freedom to experience life so they will mature more quickly.

T  F
	Teens act out because their brains are rewiring.

T   F
	Too many Christmas gifts can cause anxiety and insecurity in children.

T   F
	Children should be allowed to “cry it out” when they are throwing a tantrum or making a fuss.

T   F
	Postpartum depression can result in a failure to bond for mother and child that can cause long-term problems unless addressed.

T   F
	Corporal punishment is an effective way of teaching children to respect parents.

T   F
	A permissive parenting style encourages children to love themselves.

T   F

Scoring
1. The parental goal should be to make children happy.
False. Children learn more quickly and feel more empathy for others when they’ve had to deal with disappointments and other not-so-happy circumstances. When my children tell me they are bored, I rejoice because I know they will learn to be creative. When I hear my children complain about being treated unfairly, I know there is an opportunity to develop empathy and sensitivity in them. Although it is not a scientific finding, experience suggests that children should be unhappy at least 25 percent of the time. I’m not suggesting that you set out to make their lives miserable 25 percent of the time. Life will take care of that on its own, believe me. Your job is to help them learn something positive even from negative experiences. Parents often move too quickly to solve problems for children because they do not want their darlings to suffer. That is understandable. I’ve been guilty of it myself. But you won’t always be there to solve their problems. You need to let them develop skills and self-confidence, so they can handle challenges on their own and find ways to comfort themselves without Mommy or Daddy coming to the rescue every time.
 
2. Television directly affects the emotional responses of a child.
True. Every parent has witnessed this during television commercials when their kids jump up and begin reenacting the battles of their superheroes. Studies have confirmed that children mimic both the emotions and actions of characters on their television shows. If your kids constantly view young actors being aggressive and hostile toward their television parents, you can be darn sure the reality show will soon be acted out at your house. A child’s ability to discriminate between life and fantasy is hazy at best. Young children are still seeking ways to interact with the world around them. Often, they perceive television as a mirror of their world, so they mimic the actions and emotions of actors just as they pick up “moves” by watching their favorite athletes perform on television.
I remember a certain seven-year-old who spent most of his time trying to kick me because he was an avid fan of the Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles cartoon show, in which the shelled heroes kicked the stuffing out of the bad guys. I had to give the boy a reality check by making boundaries clear before my shins were shredded. He had to learn that striking out at authority figures is wrong, because that sort of behavior will have serious repercussions in adulthood. Still, it is possible for kids to pick up desirable behaviors from the boob tube too. Some television shows, such as Sesame Street, and even certain cartoons, offer polite and thoughtful characters who work together well and do honorable things. Parents should take the opportunity to offer those performers as good examples to follow.
 
3. Cooking for your children creates emotional bonds with them.
True. Preparing and providing meals for your child can be a bonding experience. You provide a very basic need—food—while also taking part in the ritual of eating and sharing information in a relaxed setting. Fast-food companies get this, and their ability to capitalize on the strong loyalty of young customers has fattened both their financial statements and our children. The bonds formed between children and their food sources are indeed powerful. Studies of baby monkeys have found that when frightened, they go running instinctively to their milk source—even if it is a contraption made of wire. Some quantum physicists have theorized (it is what they do, after all) that when a parent prepares a child’s food, the molecules and atoms perform in different ways than when it is prepared by machines. The theory holds that these molecular differences elicit more pleasurable sensations for the child than those found even in a Quarter Pounder with cheese and super-sized fries.
 
4. Your child will resent it if you set goals and demand they be met.
False. The key here is to set realistic goals. When parents give their children attainable goals, it sends the message that you have faith in their abilities to achieve those goals—a huge confidence booster! When my high school football coach, Mr. Hinson, told me that I should be able to make the varsity football team by my sophomore year, I first thought he was crazy. But because he believed in me, I came to believe in myself. I’ve always been grateful that Coach Hinson believed in me at a time when it seemed no one else did.
Be warned, however, that this process can get tricky. You need to set realistic goals, but they must also be challenging enough to serve as motivation and inspiration. The parent must have a good grasp of the child’s abilities and limitations. If your daughter thinks shopping is exercise, you can’t demand that she run a five-minute mile. Let your child know that you want her to succeed, and chances are, she will.
 
5. Listening to music together may create bonds between you and your child.
True. Your musical tastes will surely differ, but if you are open to finding songs that you both enjoy, the music can bring you closer together. The rhythms of music have an impact on our brains and our emotions, and music acts as a binding force. We see it in every culture and community. It draws us together in church, in antiwar demonstrations, in military ceremonies, at weddings, and in funeral services. Your children will remember that you sang to them during those intimate hours, and remember the songs you sang together on car
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