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			If ever there is tomorrow when we’re not together… there is something you must always remember. You are braver than you believe, stronger than you seem, and smarter than you think. But the most important thing is, even if we’re apart…I’ll always be with you.

				—Christopher Robin to Winnie-the-Pooh, Pooh’s Grand Adventure

			

		

	
		
		
			
			WELCOME

			In our most recent book, The Yes Brain, we answered a question we receive from parents all the time: What are the most important characteristics I should emphasize in my kids? In that book we discussed the primary attributes parents should aim to instill in their children in order to help them grow into adults who live happy, successful, relational, and meaningful lives.

			The book you’re now holding answers a different question, one focused less on the qualities within children, and more on a parent’s approach to child-rearing: What’s the single most important thing I can do for my kids to help them succeed and feel at home in the world? Notice that this question focuses less on which skills and abilities you want to build in your children, and more on how you approach the parent-child relationship.

			Our answer is simple (but not necessarily easy): Show up for your kids.

			We’re excited to explain what we mean by that, and to help you see how crucial the act of showing up is. We can’t wait to strip away all of the child-rearing debates and controversies, and boil parenting down to the one concept that matters most when it comes to helping your kids be happy and healthy, so they enjoy and succeed in life and in relationships. We always try to avoid simplistic formulas or so-called magic bullets that offer the “one true way” to raise kids. The fact is that parenting is complex and challenging, and the answers to most questions depend on the age and stage of the child, the overall situation, and your child’s temperament, not to mention your own.

			
			We can’t wait to strip away all of the child-rearing debates and controversies, and boil parenting down to the one concept that matters most when it comes to helping your kids be happy and healthy, so they enjoy and succeed in life and in relationships.

			
			That being said, virtually all parenting questions and dilemmas do come down to the idea of relationship, so that’s what we’ll be focusing on here. Those of you who know our other books—The Whole-Brain Child, No-Drama Discipline, and The Yes Brain—will see that this book in many ways completes our quartet of titles, pulling together the various whole-brain ideas and encapsulating “what it’s all about.” And if you haven’t read the other books yet, The Power of Showing Up can serve as an excellent introduction to all we’ve been writing about over the last several years.

			Thanks for giving us the opportunity to introduce you to the importance of showing up.

			Dan and Tina

		

	
		
		
			
			CHAPTER 1

			What It Means to Show Up

			One message we deliver over and over whenever we write about parenting is that you don’t have to be perfect. Nobody is. There’s no such thing as flawless child-rearing. (We’ll pause while you let out a deep, relieved breath.) So raise a warm, left-in-the-minivan juice box to all of us imperfect parents out there.

			At some level we all know this, but many of us—especially committed, thoughtful, intentional parents—consistently fall prey to feelings of anxiety or inadequacy. We worry about our children and their safety, of course, but we also worry that we’re not being “good enough” in the way we’re raising them. We worry that our kids won’t grow up to be responsible or resilient or relational or…(fill in the blank). We worry about the times we let them down, or hurt them. We worry that we’re not giving them enough attention, or that we’re giving them too much attention. We even worry that we worry too much!

			We’ve written this book for all the imperfect parents who care deeply about their kids (as well as for imperfect grandparents and teachers and professionals and anyone else who cares for a child). We have one central message full of comfort and hope: When you’re not sure how to respond in a given situation with your child, don’t worry. There’s one thing you can always do, and it’s the best thing of all. Instead of worrying, or trying to attain some standard of perfection that simply doesn’t exist, just show up.

			
			Showing up means what it sounds like. It means being there for your kids. It means being physically present, as well as providing a quality of presence. Provide it when you’re meeting their needs; when you’re expressing your love to them; when you’re disciplining them; when you’re laughing together; even when you’re arguing with them. You don’t have to be perfect. You don’t have to read all the parenting bestsellers, or sign your kids up for all the right enrichment activities. You don’t have to have a committed co-parent. You don’t even have to know exactly what you’re doing. Just show up.

			Showing up means bringing your whole being—your attention and awareness—when you’re with your child. When we show up, we are mentally and emotionally present for our child in that moment. In many ways, there is no other time but now—this present moment of time—and you are in charge of learning how to show up in ways that will both greatly empower you as a parent and promote resilience and strength in your child. It’s this power of presence that enables us to create an empowered mind for our children—even if we mess up on a regular basis.

			Depending on your background and what kind of parents you had as a child, showing up for your own kids might come naturally. Or, you might find it difficult. You might even recognize at this moment that you’re not showing up for your kids in a consistent way, either physically or emotionally. In the coming pages we’ll discuss how, regardless of your own childhood experiences, you can be—and continue to become—the kind of parent you want to be.

			Of course we all make better and worse decisions as parents, and there are all kinds of skills we can attain to help our children develop in optimal ways. But when you get right down to it, parenting is about simply being present for our kids. As we’ll soon explain, the longitudinal research on child development clearly demonstrates that one of the very best predictors for how any child turns out—in terms of happiness, social and emotional development, leadership skills, meaningful relationships, and even academic and career success—is whether they developed security from having at least one person who showed up for them. Across cultures around the globe, these studies reveal a universal finding about how we can parent well, if not flawlessly.

			
			The longitudinal research on child development clearly demonstrates that one of the very best predictors for how any child turns out—in terms of happiness, social and emotional development, leadership skills, meaningful relationships, and even academic and career success—is whether they developed security from having at least one person who showed up for them. Across cultures around the globe, these studies reveal a universal finding about how we can parent well, if not flawlessly.

			
			And the great news is that these empirical findings can be synthesized and then made accessible for all of us imperfect parents all over the world. That’s what this book is about.

			
				What Showing Up Looks Like: The Four S’s

				When a caregiver predictably (not perfectly) cares for a child, that child will enjoy the very best outcomes, even in the face of significant adversity. Predictable care that supports a healthy and empowering relationship embodies what we call the “Four S’s”—helping kids feel (1) safe—they feel protected and sheltered from harm; (2) seen—they know you care about them and pay attention to them; (3) soothed—they know you’ll be there for them when they’re hurting; and (4) secure—based on the other S’s, they trust you to predictably help them feel “at home” in the world, then learn to help themselves feel safe, seen, and soothed.

				When we can offer kids the Four S’s, making repairs whenever the inevitable ruptures in these connections with our children may occur, we help create what’s called “secure attachment,” and it’s absolutely key to optimal healthy development.
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				As in our other books, everything we present here is backed by science and research. And as we’ll soon explain, these ideas emerge from the field of attachment science, where for the last half century researchers have been conducting careful studies. If you know our earlier work—from Dan’s title with Mary Hartzell called Parenting from the Inside Out and through our books The Whole-Brain Child, No-Drama Discipline, and The Yes Brain—then you’ll immediately see, as you read the coming pages, how this book expands on what we’ve written before by going deeper into concepts vital to understanding the science behind whole-brain parenting. We’ve even added a few new twists here and there, since our understanding of parenting and the brain, along with the field of attachment science in general, continues to grow and evolve. So readers who know our work well will both see something new and feel right at home, recognizing familiar concepts while also gaining a richer understanding of them. We’ve worked hard to make the scientific information as accessible as possible, so that even someone approaching these ideas for the first time can follow along and immediately apply them in their personal and parenting lives.

				In addition to attachment science, the other primary scientific framework underpinning our work is interpersonal neurobiology (IPNB), an approach in which we combine various fields of science into one perspective on what the mind and mental thriving are all about. IPNB looks at how our mind—including our feelings and thoughts, our attention and awareness—and our brain and the whole body are deeply interwoven within our relationships with one another and the world around us to shape who we are. The field of IPNB has dozens of professional textbooks (now over seventy) exploring the science of mental health and human development. Within those fields synthesized by IPNB is the study of attachment as well as scholarship on the brain, including a focus on how the brain changes in response to experience, called neuroplasticity.

				Neuroplasticity explains how the actual physical architecture of the brain adapts to new experiences and information, reorganizing itself and creating new neural pathways based on what a person sees, hears, touches, thinks about, practices, and so on. Anything we give attention to, anything we emphasize in our experiences and interactions, creates new links in the brain. Where attention goes, neurons fire. And where neurons fire, they wire, or join together.
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				What does this have to do with showing up? Well, your reliable presence in the lives of your children can significantly impact the physical architecture and connectivity in their brains, creating mental models and expectations about the way the world works. A mental model is a summary the brain makes that creates a generalization of many repeated experiences. Such mental models are constructed from the past, filter our current experience, and shape how we anticipate and sometimes even sculpt our future interactions. The mental models are formed within the architecture of neural networks underlying attachment and memory.

				No kidding—the experiences you provide in terms of your relationship with your child will literally mold the physical structure of her brain. Those connections in the brain in turn influence how her mind will work. In other words, when parents consistently show up, their children’s minds come to expect that the world is a place that can be understood and meaningfully interacted with—even in times of trouble and pain—because the experiences you provide shape the ways the brain processes information. The brain learns to anticipate certain realities, based on what has happened before. That means your children will predict what’s coming next based on previous experience. So when you are present for them, they come to expect positive interactions—from others, and from themselves. Kids learn who they are and who they can and should be, in both good times and bad, through their interactions with us, their parents. Showing up thus creates in our kids neural pathways that lead to selfhood, grit, strength, and resilience.

				
				When parents consistently show up, their children’s minds come to expect that the world is a place that can be understood and meaningfully interacted with—even in times of trouble and pain. Showing up thus creates in our kids neural pathways that lead to selfhood, grit, strength, and resilience.

				
				In doing so, it offers children the opportunity to be not only happier and more fulfilled, but more successful emotionally, relationally, and even academically. Then parenting becomes much easier as well, since children are better balanced emotionally and handle themselves better when things don’t go their way.

			

			
				Introducing the Four S’s

				We explain the Four S’s in detail in the coming chapters, but first, here’s a general idea of where we’re headed. All four S’s dovetail or overlap at times, because when kids feel safe, seen, and soothed, they will develop a secure attachment to their caregivers. That secure attachment is the outcome all caring parents are striving to help create in their children’s lives. A securely attached relationship enables a child to feel at home in the world and to interact with others as an authentic individual who knows who she is. She approaches the world from what we’ve called a Yes Brain, interacting with new opportunities and challenges from a position of openness, curiosity, and receptiveness, rather than rigidity, fear, and reactivity. Her whole brain is more integrated—which means she can employ the more sophisticated functions of her brain even when confronted by difficult situations, and respond to her world from a position of security, demonstrating more emotional balance, more resilience, more insight, and more empathy. That’s what we mean when we talk about a “whole-brain child.” As a result, the child will not only be happier, but also much more socially adept, which means she’ll be better able to get along with others, collaboratively solve problems, consider consequences, think about other people’s feelings, and on and on. In short, a securely attached child is not only happier and more content, but also much easier to be with and to parent.

				
				For example, think about the first “S.” An absolute requirement for feeling secure is to feel safe. Kids feel safe when they feel protected physically, emotionally, and relationally. This is the first step toward a secure attachment, since a parent’s first job is to keep his or her kids safe. They need to feel and know that they’re safe. They have to believe that their parents are going to protect them from physical harm, but that, also, their parents are going to keep them safe emotionally and relationally. This doesn’t mean that parents can’t ever make a mistake or say or do something that leads to hurt feelings. We’re all going to do that, a lot more than we’d like. But when we mess up with our kids—or when they mess up with us—we repair the damage as soon as we can.

				This is how they learn that even when mistakes are made and harsh words spoken, we still love each other and want to make things right again. That message, when consistently delivered, leads to a feeling of safety. Remember, the key is repair, repair, repair. There’s no such thing as perfect parenting.

				The second of the Four S’s focuses on helping kids feel seen. A big part of parenting is about simply showing up for our kids physically: We attend their recitals, spend time with them, play with them, read together, and plenty more. “Quantity time” does matter, yes. Of course it does. But seeing a child is more than just being physically present. It’s about attuning to what’s going on inside of them and really focusing our attention on their inner feelings, thoughts, memories—whatever is happening in their minds beneath their behaviors. Truly seeing a child means we pay attention to their emotions, both positive and negative. Not every second of every day; no one can do that. But on a consistent basis, we celebrate our kids’ joys and victories, and we hurt with them when they experience the injuries life will inevitably deliver. We tune in to their internal landscape. That’s what it means to show up emotionally and relationally, to be there for our kids and teach them what it means to love and care for someone. This is how our children come to “feel felt” by us, to sense that we feel what is going on inside them beyond just observing their external behavior. When they know that we’ll dependably show up—not perfectly, and maybe not every single time—then they’ll build those mental models that lead to deep security.
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				Research has demonstrated that when we see our child’s mind, our child will learn to see his own mind as well. We call this ability “mindsight” (as we’ll soon discuss), and it’s at the heart of emotional and social intelligence. The great news is that even if you haven’t had mindsight in your own life, you can learn to develop it as an adult, and then offer mindsight conversations to your child—which we’ll teach you how to do—so that he can absorb what you never had a chance to learn when you were young. Now that’s a gift that can reorient your family’s way of interacting toward the good, for good.
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				When your child feels seen by you and learns to know his own mind from these mindsight connections, he can come to understand others well, too. Add this experience of feeling seen to feeling safe, and a child will be well on the way to living a life full of security, meaning, and joy.

				In addition to feeling safe and seen, we want our children to feel soothed during their toughest times. That doesn’t mean—at all—that we rescue them from all pain and discomfort. Difficult moments are, of course, where they often learn and grow the most. We must allow our kids, depending on their age and stage of life, to experience those trying times when conflict arises with friends, teachers, and others. To put it differently, soothing our children isn’t about getting rid of the waves they will inevitably face in life’s ocean. It’s about teaching them to ride the waves when they come—and being with them when they need us. There should never be any doubt in their minds about whether we will show up during hard times. They should know, at their core, that when they are hurting, and even when they’re at their worst, we will be there. We have to let them learn that with life comes pain, but that lesson should be accompanied by the deep awareness that they’ll never have to suffer alone.

				
				Kids should know, at their core, that when they are hurting, and even when they’re at their worst, we will be there. We have to let them learn that with life comes pain, but that lesson should be accompanied by the deep awareness that they’ll never have to suffer alone.

				
				Feeling safe, seen, and soothed leads to the fourth S, security, which is based on predictability. Again, it’s not about perfection. No one can parent without making mistakes. Rather, it’s about letting your kids know that they can count on you, time and again, to show up. Their security will come when they believe that you’ll do all you can to keep them safe, that you’ll work hard to help them feel seen when they come to you, and that when things don’t go their way, you’ll be there to soothe them. The neurobiological effect of the Four S’s is an integrated brain: a nervous system that’s resilient and that doesn’t stay in prolonged stress. As a result, kids can approach life from an assumption that they are safe, that love and relationships will be consistent and present in their lives, and that they can handle life’s inevitable difficult moments, leaving them feeling secure and at home in the world.

				
					The neurobiological effect of the Four S’s is an integrated brain: a nervous system that’s resilient and that doesn’t stay in prolonged stress. As a result, kids can approach life from an assumption that they are safe, that love and relationships will be consistent and present in their lives, and that they can handle life’s inevitable difficult moments, leaving them feeling secure and at home in the world.

				
			

			
				
				Secure Attachment: The Ultimate Goal

				You can see the power behind showing up, so that kids feel consistently safe, seen, soothed, and secure. But let us be clear: Showing up isn’t the goal of parenting. Rather, it’s the means by which you move toward your desired outcome. The actual goal is what’s called secure attachment. That’s what we want for our kids. There’s nothing more important we can do for them. Secure attachment increases children’s lifelong satisfaction and happiness. Moreover, it optimizes their sense of identity, the quality of their relationships, their academic and career success, and even how their brains develop.

				Let’s get more specific. Study after study has proven that kids who are securely attached are more likely to develop a huge number of benefits, listed opposite.

				Take a moment and look at this list. When we talk about secure attachment as the ultimate goal of parenting, these characteristics are in large part why. Put simply, when kids are securely attached to their caregivers, they have a much greater opportunity to thrive—in school, in relationships, and in life.

				And how do you develop that secure attachment in your kids? That’s right. By showing up. Scientific studies have repeatedly shown that one of the single best predictors for how any child turns out—in measure after measure—is that they had at least one person who was emotionally attuned and present for them—what we are simply calling having someone “show up” for them. It’s all pretty simple (but again, not always easy): To give your kids the best chance for healthy and optimal development, all you have to do is help them feel safe, seen, soothed, and secure. And to do that, you just need to be there for them—to be present—which means being receptive to who they are, giving them the experience of security. You might think of showing up as a fifth “S,” guiding you to the other four.
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				There are several key reasons a secure attachment produces these positive outcomes. For one thing, when you show up for your kids, they feel safe and secure overall. They work from a sense of belonging in the world, so that even when things don’t go their way, they know they’re okay.

				A good way to think about it is that secure attachment serves as a mediating factor when children face obstacles and frustrations. A secure attachment won’t keep kids from experiencing negative situations and emotions. We’re talking about life, after all. They’re going to feel pain—not to mention disappointment, aggravation, dissatisfaction, and so on. Your job as a parent is not to prevent them from experiencing setbacks and failures, but to give them the tools and emotional resilience they need to weather life’s storms, and then to walk beside them through those storms.

				
				Your job as a parent is not to prevent them from experiencing setbacks and failures, but to give them the tools and emotional resilience they need to weather life’s storms, and then to walk beside them through those storms.

				
				A secure attachment, then, is like emotional protective gear on par with a skateboarding helmet. Wearing a helmet won’t prevent an accident, but it can lead to drastically different consequences if there is a mishap.

				Similarly, a child with a secure attachment won’t somehow bypass the many pains and letdowns that accompany growing up. He may still feel rejected when he doesn’t get invited to a friend’s birthday party. And when he gets older, he may still get his heart broken by the first person he falls in love with. But when these challenges occur, he’ll have the protective emotional padding to handle the party snub with resilience, and get through the anguish of heartache without permanently losing a solid sense of self.

				
					A secure attachment can smooth things out for kids, especially for those dealing with extra challenges like traumatic life experiences, environmental stress, developmental or medical or genetic challenges, or learning difficulties.

				
				A secure attachment can smooth things out for kids, especially for those dealing with extra challenges like traumatic life experiences, environmental stress, developmental or medical or genetic challenges, or learning difficulties.
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				A simple truth is that life can be harder for certain children, and it can feel like they are constantly pedaling a bicycle up a steep hill. You may not be able to remove the force of gravity or flatten the hill, but if you can provide the Four S’s by consistently showing up, you can at least regrade the slope so that pedaling isn’t quite so arduous.

				
				Again, it’s not that you’ll take away the many challenges your child is facing. But with your love and presence, you can smooth out the road and make it easier for him to deal with the obstacles that come up. Then, he can learn both to show up for himself and to find healthy ways to lean on others for support. When things get tough, his internal emotional resilience will help him figure out what to do.
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				That goes for making difficult choices as well. Research is really clear: What seem like personal, inner skills—like self-awareness and emotional resilience—are actually developed from kids’ interpersonal interactions, from their relationships with their caregivers and others as they grow. Securely attached children are better able to regulate their emotions and make good decisions. They are more adept at considering consequences and the perspectives of others and at handling themselves in ways that are constructive and beneficial, rather than harmful and destructive. This of course makes things easier on both child and parent, as well as the relationship between the two.

				One final reason secure attachment produces such powerful outcomes is that it gives kids what attachment researchers call a “secure base” from which to explore their world. It lets them feel free to go out and see what lies beyond the horizon. As parents, we are not just a safe haven; we are also a launching pad. We’ll explain this point more fully in the coming pages. The key idea, though, is that with secure attachment, kids can approach the world from a Yes-Brain mentality. They’re emotionally balanced, resilient, insightful, and empathetic. They can display all of these attributes because they feel safe and comfortable in the world, because they have a secure base at home.

				
					Securely attached children are better able to regulate their emotions and make good decisions. They are more adept at considering consequences and the perspectives of others and at handling themselves in ways that are constructive and beneficial, rather than harmful and destructive. This of course makes things easier on both child and parent, as well as the relationship between the two.

				
			

			
				
				Getting Clear on Your Own Story

				To provide this secure base, and all that comes with it, we as parents will be best equipped if we come to know who we are—to be “self-aware,” and to know our own history and how our own childhood has shaped how we grew up. With that truth in mind, a substantial portion of the book will be devoted to helping you comprehend your own story, and understand the type of attachment you received from your caregivers. The greatest predictor for how well parents can provide secure attachment and show up for their kids is whether they’ve reflected on their own experiences and the extent to which they felt the Four S’s from their own caregivers.

				Notice that we didn’t say that parents must have been parented well themselves in order to provide secure attachment to their children. The science regarding this concept sends a strong message, one of hope and not despair—that even if we didn’t have secure attachment from our own caregivers, we can still provide it to our own children, if we’ve reflected on and made sense of our own attachment history. That is exhilarating, research-established news!

				We want to stress this point here: You really can provide a loving, stable foundation for your child, even if you didn’t receive one from your own parents.

				
					Even if we didn’t have secure attachment from our own caregivers, we can still provide it to our own children, if we’ve reflected on and made sense of our own attachment history. You really can provide a loving, stable foundation for your child, even if you didn’t receive one from your own parents.

				
				To that end, much of this book is aimed at helping you gain as much clarity as possible regarding the way you were raised and how your relationships impacted you. When you develop what we call a “coherent narrative” about your own past, you can be much more intentional and consistent as a parent, and much more effective in the ways you show up for your kids. Therefore, beginning in the next chapter, and throughout the book, we will give you the opportunity to explore to what extent you have felt safe, seen, soothed, and secure in your own life. With this deeper knowledge about your own history and experiences, you’ll be better able to provide the Four S’s for your kids. That means you can show up—early and often, as they say.

				
				Our overall message here is one of hope. Working from the latest research in IPNB, neuroplasticity, and attachment science, we want to highlight an inspirational declaration: History is not destiny. Our past can be understood so that it doesn’t dictate our present and our future. We don’t have to run from our past, nor do we have to be enslaved by it. Remember, where attention goes, neural firing flows and neural connection grows. It’s never too late to make sense of your life. Doing so can transform not only your relationship with your kids, but with yourself as well, as it can actually change how your brain has been wired.

				You can think of this process as a chain of events. Working backward, it goes like this: The ultimate parenting goal is secure attachment for our kids. That comes from showing up and providing the S’s. To do that we need to make sense of our own individual stories, our own relational and attachment history. So that’s where it all begins: with understanding the type of attachment we received from our own caregivers. The chain, then, looks like this:
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				We’re focusing primarily on the parent-child dynamic, but we want to emphasize one note here at the beginning: All the ideas we’ll discuss in the coming chapters apply to any relationship. When we are able to show up for the people we care about, our relationships thrive, our brains are healthier and more integrated, and our lives are more meaningful.

			

			
				
				We’ve Written This Book for You, Wherever You Are as a Parent

				Like our previous books—The Whole-Brain Child, No-Drama Discipline, and The Yes Brain—our focus here is on children’s brains, and on offering you new ways to think about how best to nurture your child’s developing mind. Certain parents might approach this focus from different perspectives, and as we wrote this book we had four different types of parents in mind.

				The first group is made up of those who obsess and worry that they need to do better and be better as parents. They agonize over mistakes and missed opportunities with their children. They “should” themselves to death, sometimes in the form of regrets (“I should have taught my child Spanish” or “I shouldn’t have missed that first inning of the fourteenth Little League game of the season”), and sometimes in the form of worries about the future (“I should take her to volunteer at the shelter more, so she doesn’t grow up to be spoiled” or “I should spend more time teaching him about empathy while we’re in the car so he’ll be a kinder adult”). And worst of all, they punish themselves when they make mistakes with their children, constantly telling themselves some version of “I should be better.”

				Sound familiar? If it does, then our message here is one of consolation: You’re doing fine. You’re showing up. That’s what matters. You don’t have to be perfect; you can’t be. We are all lifelong learners. Just be there for your kids. Love them. Use discipline moments as opportunities to teach and build skills. Model kindness, respect, and self-care. Apologize when you miss an opportunity to connect or you mess up in other ways. They don’t need every advantage, and they don’t need a superparent. They just need you—authentic, flawed, and fully present you. If you’re one of these parents, our message is to cut yourself a bit of slack.

				
					You’re doing fine. You’re showing up. That’s what matters. You don’t have to be perfect; you can’t be. We are all lifelong learners. Just be there for your kids. Love them. Use
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