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Introduction


“Oh, you’re just being a bit dramatic. You just need to get out more and have some fun.”


Sometimes, we are not fine. We don’t need friends to walk all over us telling us that we are being sensitive or emotional. Mental health issues are real and so is the stigma around them. Stigma is defined as a negative and unfair social attitude toward an individual or group. It often puts shame on someone for a perceived deficiency or difference. Mental health stigmas include societal disapproval. It is when society decides to put down someone based on an illness or condition that they have been accompanied by emotional distress such as anxiety and stress.


Stigmatization of mental illnesses usually comes from family, friends, partners, and co-workers. Stigmatization makes the sufferer experience guilt for being different, prevents them from getting help, and struggles leading comfortable lives. Stigmas around mental health come from simplified or generalized beliefs that are often negative, inaccurate, or offensive. Stigmas cause people to make quick judgments about one another based on some defining characteristics. This often results in the individual with a mental health disorder feeling uneasy, uncomfortable, and invalidated. It’s easy to overlook the signs and symptoms of early depression and anxiety or worse—sugarcoat them as “temporary feelings.” We are all guilty of doing it at some point in our lives.


We have disregarded a mother’s pleas and shamed her when she is suffering from postpartum depression, but this should be the happiest time of your life. You just became a mom for the first time. Why don’t you seem joyous? We have told her. We have reminded her that it’s selfish of her to feel angry at herself and her newborn. We have told her that crying is just a part of the healing process. We have told her that she would eventually make it past the first five to six weeks after childbirth and then all will be good again. But rarely have we stopped to ask if all she needs is some comfort, sleep, and emotional escape. Instead, we tucked the baby neatly in her lap and expected her to be the best mother there is. This is just an example of the negativity that surrounds mental health issues and our answer to them.


We are quick to tell an office colleague that is still grieving the loss of his wife to just start dating again. We don’t listen to our children when they complain of having anxiety and label it as a lack of confidence. We are the first ones to name and shame anybody that doesn’t feel joyous like us. We blame them for bringing down everyone’s mood with their pessimistic outlook on life. We shame them for not being thankful for the lovely family and friends they have.


The stigma that revolves around mental health issues is what makes it so much harder for troubled souls to seek help. Did you know that 40% of people with mental health issues don’t seek professional help because they fear being stigmatized (“Addressing Stigma,” n.d.)? In their mind, they blame themselves for being the black sheep. They fear that seeking professional help will make them a laughing stock. They fear that speaking about them would make them come out as an attention-seeking person. They even fear that talking about their troubles will drive their loved ones away.


We judge but don’t help. We shame but never offer comfort. We say we will be there for them but aren’t when they need us. For someone battling a mental health issue, this confirms their fears about themselves, and they find it easier to just quit. This has to stop before our carelessness and prejudice takes more lives. We have to stop and educate ourselves so that we can be better partners, parents, and support systems for our families. We have to be more open with our children and encourage expression so that they don’t end up suffering from a mental health condition.


Chapter 1: Raising Mentally-Strong Kids in a Stigmatized World


Children can develop mental health issues for many reasons. Some are biological or genetic. There is little that can be done about that. However, most mental issues arise when children start school and expand their social circle. As they make new friends, they learn about emotions such as affection, anger, irritation, frustration, and sadness. They feel disheartened when their friend doesn’t show up to school. They feel angry when someone says something mean to them. They become anxious when the teacher asks them to present something in front of the whole class.


Some children develop a mental illness due to childhood trauma. Perhaps they witnessed a close one leave or die. Maybe they suffered abuse from their parents, were always compared with another sibling, or were given no attention while growing up. All these bad experiences can take home in the mind and the heart, making children anxious whenever they experience a remotely similar situation.


Some children have trouble navigating their career paths which can lead to stress and anxiety. They have a hard time picking a major because they are unsure about their options. Their anxiety multiplies when everyone around them seems to have a solid idea of what they want to try and do with their lives.


Mental health issues can also stem from violence or environmental injustice. Sometimes, there is no reason why one feels depressed or pessimistic. Regardless of what causes mental health issues among children, they are equally damaging and detrimental to one’s health as is cancer, diabetes, or multiple sclerosis. Thus, society cannot and should not take them lightly or worse by treating them as nonsensical. The reason they do is because of the stigmatization that accompanies it, but how can we stop it—if we can?


By raising children to become mentally strong, resilient, and self-confident adults.


Many mental health issues arise when parents neglect their child’s emotional needs. Parents ignore or discredit their child’s feelings and emotions. For example, telling boys not to cry because “men don’t cry” is discrediting their need to vent out their emotions and deal with them as everyone should. By saying this, we are telling them to grow out of it and get their act together. But how can they when all they need is some support and consoling?


Similarly, when young girls want to pursue careers in science and technology, we hush them down by saying these aren’t appropriate fields for women and that they should stick with “easy subjects.”


Many children with self-esteem issues don’t receive the kind of love and affection they deserve. The lack of emotional support increases their doubts about themselves. Such kids start to feel unworthy of love and affection and end up in toxic relationships without any self-respect for themselves. They also develop mental health issues where they are constantly anxious and worried that their partner would leave them for someone more attractive.


Influence is a powerful tool. It’s what shapes a resilient mind. Children brought up in households where they are empowered, their opinions valued, and failures seen as lessons are at a better chance to develop a positive and tough mindset. As parents, we must promote assertiveness and raise freethinkers. Our children should know how to solve problems, face setbacks, and bounce back stronger, ultimately having confidence in their skills and abilities. They should have a mind of their own and make responsible choices. They shouldn’t worry about what others think of them.


Mentally strong and resilient children are go-getters. They are self-starters and more prepared to deal with whatever life could possibly throw at them. Their character is shaped by the values their parents' practice and the beliefs they have. Therefore, what we say, do, and practice shapes their personality. How we conquer difficult times, the type of relationships we have, and how we face setbacks can say a lot about the type of personality they have.


When we raise confident and resilient children, we enable them to take control of their lives and not settle for anything less than the best. We teach them to set healthy boundaries and confidently say no to things they aren’t comfortable doing. We empower them to make sensible decisions and choices concerning them. We allow them to become independent, self-sufficient, and inspired. When we raise mentally strong children, we focus on building their social and life skills.


A mentally strong child knows their place in the world. They don’t rely on others to make them feel good about themselves. They are equipped to handle their emotions and not let themselves feel overwhelmed.


Developing such an attitude from the get-go requires a lot of work. For starters, parents need to educate themselves about the many mental health concerns common among tweens and teenagers today. Before anything else, they need to notice the signs of a mental health issue. Let’s understand further about it in the next chapters and see how parents can raise mentally strong children in this highly stigmatized world.


Chapter 3: Build Resilience


We often use the words resilience and mental toughness interchangeably. We assume they mean the same thing, but there is actually a slight difference between the two that we must understand so as to raise mentally strong children, not just resilient ones.


Resilience is a person’s ability to bounce back quickly from a difficult event—both small and large. It doesn’t necessarily point toward the individual developing a positive attitude. It is situational. One shows resilience when something goes awry. Then, if you have the strength to push past it, pick yourself up, and believe that you can overcome the loss and setback, that’s called being resilient.


Mental strength, on the other hand, is a mindset that remains the same in both positive and negative situations. It’s the strength within you. It isn’t linked with some hardship that you face. It is the strength and willingness to be at your best at all times, even when life is going well.


In simpler terms, resilience is a defensive strategy. You can only build it when you have been knocked down. Mental toughness is an offensive strategy, preventing you from getting knocked down in the first place.


But to build that kind of strength, resilience and confidence in your abilities is a must. This is why when we say that we want to raise mentally strong children, we need to work on building resilience as well as the confidence to fare well during difficult times.


As stated earlier, resilience is the ability to push past the setback and move forward. It involves struggle and hard work. Not everyone is cut to put in that amount of work. However, unlike other traits, resilience is a skill that means that it can be learned and taught. We can train our young ones to show resilience when they are pushed down instead of giving up.


Teenage years are difficult times for most children. The bodies are changing, crushes turn into lovers, and pressure from society increases. It’s like suddenly we start to expect our children to know the best and be the best. However, we fail to understand that it’s often the hardest to stay afloat when the waters are rocky—meaning that it's the time when they need us the most because so much is changing around them. All of a sudden, they are expected to find a job, get a place of their own, and pay their own bills. There is little navigation provided. Instead of telling them that it’s okay to struggle and find a place where they fit in, we expect them to win and pick a career.


Since resilience is associated with bad times, we can’t expect them to figure out everything on their own. Sure, making mistakes is a great way to teach children, but it shouldn’t be the only way. As parents, we should help them navigate through the difficult times they have and show them how to steer away from them without losing heart. We need to teach them how to overcome a failure and bounce back with increased motivation and dedication.


When children invest in the skills that go into being resilient, they can notice positive changes in their lives. They can learn to face any adversity on their own. This will alleviate the stress and anxiety that fills their brain. Less stress means a decreased chance of developing a mental health disorder as well as becoming mentally tough.


Why Is Resilience an Important Life Skill to Nurture?


Some children are naturally resilient. No matter what they have to face—difficult family situations, losing a loved one, learning disabilities, or physical handicaps—they just know how to get on with their lives. Then, some children are ready to put their hands in the air at the most trivial of misfortunes.


They view every small obstacle as an insurmountable stumbling block.


As parents, some of the blame is on us. We overdirect and overprotect. Without knowledge, we turn them into risk-averse rule followers. We discourage initiation and taking part in challenges. This puts a halt to their adaptability, flexibility, and curiosity. They fail to develop the survival skills they need to succeed tomorrow.


We reward them for memorizing all the right answers, but good grades aren’t the only thing that would help them. It is their knowledge about the many life and social skills that will come in handy when they get down to the job. It comes down to how they make use of the content they are dished; evaluate; and then stitch it together with other information in ways that matter.


We also encourage competition which, in some cases, is healthy. However, competing for trophies and awards makes them want to win over everyone else. In the era that we are stepping in, collaboration is considered a big trait to have. In short, all that we were taught earlier holds little value. We need to raise them to be strong, confident, and self-sufficient. We need to raise people who will know what to do when they are faced with a difficult task.


Let’s face it: Success in life isn’t as simple as getting from point A to point B. Even when we make the most calculated steps, we stumble upon an unexpected setback. What we need to teach, therefore, is how to face that uncertainty and keep going. This is what makes them resilient—an important tool to becoming mentally strong.


What resilience will teach them are the following skills:


Competence


Competence doesn’t mean mastery at school alone. It doesn’t mean being good at every subject or sport. Competence is about building skills, too. It is about learning about new things, taking on new challenges, and being your best. Resilience allows children to gather the courage to take part in new and different things because they aren’t afraid of failing. Neither are they afraid that they will be made fun of.


Confidence


Children who are confident in their abilities can have increased feelings of hope, resilience, optimism, and efficacy. Resilience combined with confidence makes children do well in exams and be happier about the opportunities ahead of them. They also have the grit to bounce back and overcome failure.


Connection


Resilience teaches children and youngsters about social connections and how to form them. Resilient children have a strong bond with the people closest to them—these include family members, siblings, friends, and educators. They feel loved and validated which is what gives them the strength to overcome anything in life. It is because they know that they can count on their supportive network when in need.


Contribution


Resilience also teaches young ones about how their actions make a positive difference in society and the world. If they have an idea, they simply keep the idea for themselves. They want to improve the lives of others. They want to come up with solutions that would facilitate the lives of those in need. Resilience makes them goal-oriented individuals. It empowers them to stay committed to making a difference with their hard work. This realization is what makes them keep going and achieving their end goals.


Control


Resilient children have more control over their lives and decisions. When you teach a little one about resilience, you teach them about responsibility and owning up to their mistakes. You teach them accountability of their actions and how it affects the lives of others. The more in control they are of their actions and
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