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      “Practical. Friendly. Funny. As usual, Joanna knocks it out of the park with sound advice that you can actually use!”

      —Drew Linsalata, author of The Anxious Truth and Seven Percent Slower

      

      “Life has its ways of stressing us all out. In Just Do Nothing, Joanna Hardis helps us change our agenda from one of fruitlessly fighting the discomfort to one of leaning into it and relating to it better. Her amazing book takes scientifically proven cognitive-behavioral therapy strategies and blends them with her own wit, humor, illustrative case examples, and useful experiential exercises (and even a few f-bombs). You will definitely enjoy her entertaining and creative writing—but more importantly, you will benefit from Joanna’s knowledge and expertise.”

      —Jon Abramowitz, PhD Professor of Psychology at University of North Carolina, Chapel Hill

      

      “I get annoyed reading books that I wish I had written, so I am really annoyed writing this blurb, because this is the book I would have written had I followed the advice in the book. This book will now be assigned to all of my new patients as they embark on their therapy journey, and it will provide them the intellectual basis they need along with the exercises required to make the desired changes in their lives. I will just tell them that I was the muse for the book and work on accepting that lie until I believe it. A MUST READ for anyone getting started on working themselves through their stress and anxiety.”

      —Patrick B. McGrath, PhD, Chief Clinical Officer, NOCD

    

  


  
    
      For Izzy, Luke, and Josie—I’ve always loved you more than the dog (and texts from friends and the scent of flowers).

      

      And my parents—the best cheerleaders I could have asked for.
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      Although the publisher and the author have made every effort to ensure that the information in this book was correct at press time, and while this publication is designed to provide accurate information in regard to the subject matter covered, the publisher and the author assume no responsibility for errors, inaccuracies, omissions, or any other inconsistencies herein and hereby disclaim any liability to any party for any loss, damage, or disruption caused by errors or omissions, whether such errors or omissions result from negligence, accident, or any other cause.

      This publication is meant as a source of valuable information for the reader, however it is not meant as a substitute for direct expert assistance. If such level of assistance is required, the services of a competent professional should be sought.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            INTRODUCTION

          

        

      

    

    
      While cliche, I haven’t found any job more rewarding—and difficult—than parenting. I remember devouring the “What to Expect” books when I was expecting my first child. Their detailed explanations of every little thing happening during each week of my pregnancy were so reassuring. And yet, despite all the parenting “stuff” I did read, I never found what I really wanted: a book titled “What to Expect when You Feel Like You’re Doing It All Wrong.” Where was that book?

      One night shortly after their dad and I separated, I took my kids out to dinner. While we were waiting for our table, we wandered into the bookstore next door. I was with my youngest child when I heard my eldest giggling, a sound I hadn’t heard in months. When I rounded the corner, I saw her reading Joan Rivers’ autobiography, I Hate Everyone…Starting with Me. 

      Being newly separated, I was having intense feelings and was sensitive to and reacting to everything, convinced that the separation and divorce would be the metaphorical nail in the coffin that would screw them up forever (it didn’t).  

      “OY, ISABEL!” I exclaimed. “WHAT ARE YOU READING? THAT’S SO INAPPROPRIATE!” I remember feeling terrified that I’d be perceived as a bad parent because my child was reading something so “inappropriate.” (Never mind that I’ve always loved Joan Rivers, and obviously my child inherited my great taste.) We found ourselves in the midst of a tense negotiation: She was trying to convince me to buy it for her while I was refusing. A woman approached us, and as I held my breath, she said, “You’re clearly raising a great kid” while pointing at the book. This might sound cheesy, but it was one of those weird moments that provides clarity; I realized I was focusing on the wrong thing. I marched up to the counter and bought the book. Looking back, Joan Rivers was a gamechanger—maybe even a lifesaver. 

      Rest assured, even those of us who spend our professional lives helping others change their behavior struggle to implement what we preach once we become parents ourselves (and don’t trust any clinician who says they don’t). Even as a licensed therapist with almost thirty years’ experience, I’ve experienced countless moments as a parent during which it felt like I couldn’t handle what was going on inside my head, let alone what was happening in real life. Mind you, what was going on in real life wasn’t as scary as what I was concocting in my head and feeling in my body, but nonetheless, my inability to handle it was interfering with my ability to parent effectively. 

      Even though I knew that my fears were irrational and, by extension, potentially harmful to my kids, I felt helpless about how to stop adding guilt and shame to the mix. I once even harbored a fantasy that if any of my kids were struggling, it was a “them” issue. Happy to support them, I could drop them off at a therapist’s office where they’d get “fixed” (whatever that meant). That fantasy lasted as long as most do before they refused to go to therapy and/or I realized my behavior was contributing in some way to the issue. 

      To cut to the chase: I had what’s called low distress tolerance. And I had no idea how building my distress tolerance would improve my quality of life as a parent (and my relationships with my children). I now recognize my role in making already challenging situations worse and am grateful to be able to help other parents see theirs as well and learn how to do things a bit differently. Hard situations will occur, whether our kid is three and prone to flipping out in Target or 28 and experiencing larger, more threatening challenges. Therefore, building our distress tolerance is of monumental importance so we can move through parenting challenges with more confidence and ease (and, as an added bonus, not lose our shit quite so often). 

      You’re in the right place if you: 

      ❐ Often feel emotionally overwhelmed about something related to your kids.

      ❐ Feel led or controlled by your emotional reactions. 

      ❐ Have a sense that the way you’re navigating your discomfort isn’t helping. 

      ❐ Have heard from someone else that your behavior may be part of the problem. 

      ❐ Are curious about how you could modify your behavior in order to feel better or improve your relationship with your child. 

      ❐ Want to ensure you don’t screw up your kid any more than you may be convinced you already have. 

      ❐ Are willing to be honest enough to admit that instead of responding to a situation, you often respond to your feelings about a situation. 

      Essentially, your thoughts or emotions get hijacked, and, as a result, your parenting is impacted. It happens to all of us. And, we can learn to do it differently. 

      

      Perhaps one or more of these scenarios feels familiar: 

      ❐ You’ve lost sleep worrying that you’ve screwed your kid(s) up. If they’re still young, perhaps you worry that you will screw them up. 

      ❐ You’re comfortable imposing strong consequences, until your child starts bawling or throwing a fit. Then you relent. 

      ❐ You easily say no but consistently end up being talked into whatever you’ve said no to. 

      ❐ You haven’t been on a date or out with friends in years because your child “doesn’t like babysitters.” 

      ❐ You’re perpetually worried about your kids getting sick (whether they’re young or early adults). You may take them to the doctor a lot or procrastinate appointments altogether.

      ❐ You’re so anxious about your child’s safety that it’s a struggle to send them on field trips or to school at all (without AirTags). 

      ❐ You feel so ashamed about being a shitty parent after losing your cool yet again that you pour yourself a drink or take a Xanax (or an edible) or pick a fight with your partner or raid the snack cabinet. 

      ❐ You found parenting young children “easy” because you “could basically control them” but now that they’re older (and more autonomous), you’re struggling.  

      ❐ You’ve taken away (or given away) your kid’s toys after being overtaken by frustration or anger that they weren’t put away. 

      ❐ You have a go-to response of “You’ll be fine” (minimizing your child’s feelings).

      ❐ You question how you can be so competent at work yet feel so incompetent when it comes to parenting. 

      ❐ You can recite everything the parenting guru du jour says but consistently find loopholes for why none of it applies to you. 

      ❐ You’re terrified that your children will be “traumatized” or screwed up if they yell or cry or have a panic attack or are in some way unhappy for even a short period of time. 

      ❐ You’ve read every parenting book available and technically know what to do in certain instances, but you struggle to execute those approaches when your body feels like a circus internally. 

      ❐ You’re hypersensitive to feedback about the way you parent from your own parents, your child’s teachers, the parents of your children’s friends, guidance counselors, and even therapists.

      ❐ Your tendency is to blame others when you or your child is struggling and someone (your partner, teachers, or therapists) criticizes or questions your parenting. 

      Since people often wonder where co-dependency fits into all this, I thought I’d address it from the jump. Co-dependency is a concept that was born out of the addiction field in the 1970s and is quite common in self-help and substance use communities. Since that’s not my scope of practice, I don’t speak about relational patterns in that way (though I know many people find the term helpful).

      For the purposes of this book, I’m going to focus on how changing our behavior (as parents) can work in our favor. We’re going to learn:

      
        
          	
        How to get better at being distressed or uncomfortable.
      

      	
        How to get better at allowing our kids to be distressed and uncomfortable.
      

      	
        How to parent to the situation and not your emotions which is likely going to make you a more effective and confident parent.
      

      

      

      As I’m sure you’ve heard, it’s far easier to change what’s in your control than what’s outside of it, which is why we’re going to work on ways you can manage you. We’ll focus on the variable that’s within our control: our own behavior. Once you start changing how you respond, you’ll feel more confident and competent. Once you start feeling better, don't be surprised if your kids also start feeling better (though that’s not our goal). We’ll explore how your current reactions may be interfering with your parenting and how to change that so you respond more effectively when discomfort shows up (which it inevitably will). 

      I know what it’s like to want to “fix” your child, your co-parent, and—when we’re feeling really grandiose—even our own parents. I really wish I had a magic formula to share with you, but I don’t (and it doesn’t exist). You cannot change anyone else but yourself. If your goal is to fix anyone but yourself, this book also isn’t for you. Your “fix” is to learn that you can live (and perform quite well) with distress and discomfort. Once you learn to do that, so will your kids. And, just a reminder: This is not a book to diagnose or treat your child’s issues, provide a solution that works for every parent or every circumstance, or be the definitive guide to parenting.  

      It’s intended to help you build your distress tolerance, which is merely a piece of the puzzle (a critical one, if you ask me). It’s about helping you change your attitude toward distress and discomfort so you can meet uncomfortable parenting moments more effectively. 

      
        
        We’re not learning how to make uncomfortable moments comfortable.

        We’re learning how to get comfortable with life’s inevitable discomfort (that’s accepting reality).

      

      

      What I’m most interested in doing is helping you change your own relationship with distress and discomfort so you can parent more effectively—and worry less along the way. 

      Another question I get a lot, and one you may also have, is “Will this work for me?” (“This” refers to my proposed process to change how you approach distress and discomfort.) You may even have a laundry list of reasons why your situation is different and, therefore, this approach won’t work for you. You may be right; there may be various reasons why the information I’m communicating doesn’t seem to pertain to you. You may also have developed a pattern of finding loopholes that justify why many solutions won’t work for you or why your case is different (reflected in the “Yes, but…” response). Of course, I can’t speak to every situation or the nuances of every situation within these pages, but if you consistently find yourself saying, “This approach won’t work for me because…” I invite you to consider whether you’re participating in that kind of loophole-finding. Frankly, I would argue that the more challenging a situation is, the greater the need for parents to have ninja-like skills when it comes to distress tolerance.

      Before I more directly answer the question, I’ll ask you to consider what “working” means for you. What are your expectations about what’s going to change? We’re going to explore this in more detail in chapter 10 because, for many of us, an approach “working” means that it’s making the discomfort (either ours or our child’s) go away. When a client tells me “This isn’t working” or “This doesn’t work for me,” I first return to their definition of “working” in this context. 

      There’s ample data showing the risks of avoiding our internal experience, so it behooves all of us to learn to adopt a different mindset toward distress and discomfort. The muscle you’ll be building, distress tolerance, is one of the essential skills necessary to consistently execute on all the parenting wisdom/advice and tips you’ve been consuming. And yet, for many of us—through no fault of our own—our skills in this area could use some work. Skills like distress tolerance and emotion regulation are like the batteries required to make your remote-control work. And, you surely know how frustrating it is to buy a new gadget only to see that batteries aren’t included (nor do you have them in the house). You can be given the greatest parenting advice ever, but if you don’t have the emotional skills to see the change through, it won’t last. This book helps you build those skills. 

      Sounds too good to be true, right? Here’s the truth: there are no magic bullets or quick fixes. Any “influencer” who suggests that you can modify long-standing patterns of behavior simply or easily is likely trying to sell you something (and is full of shit). As is the case when learning any new skill or craft, this will require lots of ongoing practice. It will take time, energy, consistency, patience, self-compassion, curiosity, and a good sense of humor. And, the results are worth it, I promise you. 

      Together, we’re going to build your tolerance for distress and discomfort so you can:

      
        
          	
        Set the boundaries you want/need to set with your child.
      

      	
        Stay off your child’s emotional roller coaster.
      

      	
        Listen more as opposed to talking so much.
      

      	
        Learn to notice and ride your own emotional waves (and stay off those of your child).
      

      	
        Model emotion regulation for your child (versus emotional avoidance or acting out).
      

      	
        Be more compassionate toward yourself.
      

      	
        Stop over- or under-reacting.
      

      	
        Stop avoiding challenging situations (such as conflict or discipline).
      

      	
        Feel more confident and resilient to navigate tough times.
      

      	
        Watch as your life opens back up when you’re not avoiding situations, people, or places because of how you might feel.
      

      

      

      I know this stuff is hard, and, as parents, we worry. We can also get really defensive, thinking that every suggestion is an attack on our parenting. That’s not my intent. I firmly believe that every parent wants the best for their child(ren) and will do almost anything in their power to make that happen. We don’t love anyone more than our kids. Most of us aren’t truly prepared when challenging situations arise and simply do the best we can to get by. Therefore, having new understanding and skills to manage our difficult feelings can only help. 

      As you begin to explore and strengthen your own distress tolerance, don’t be surprised if challenging emotions come up. As much as you can, try to practice noticing them, without judgment or a need to get rid of them. If possible, inject some self-compassion and give yourself some grace, especially if you’ve never practiced these skills. I’m guessing the vast majority of us were raised with no mention of distress tolerance or guidance on how to ride out discomfort. So, it makes perfect sense you don’t know them…yet. I recently saw an Instagram post from the EQSchool1 that said “Growing up with parents who can regulate their own emotions is a less talked about form of generational wealth.” You may be breaking a generational pattern by learning how to respond differently, and that takes courage. No matter how old your children are, parenting doesn’t stop; it just changes form. This is where the importance of humility and curiosity comes into play. If we approach a situation like a problem to be solved or as though there’s a one-size-fits-all solution, we’ll miss the mark. 

      I know it might feel like you’re losing your mind. As I like to say, you’re fatootsed (a Yiddish word that means discombobulated, frustrated, or knackered—whatever that means—and is more fun to say than “spiraling”). When we’re worried about our kids—or frustrated, stressed, annoyed, or pissed off—we can get fatootsed and react in ways that may not be serving us or our kids. And then, we feel like shit about how we acted and all the damage we imagine we’ve done—you know, the damage we swore we wouldn’t inflict.  

      What I suspect to be true is, you’re doing the best you can with your current skill set. And, yes, for a whole host of reasons, your current skill set may be sorely lacking. That’s ok. Just as we don’t want to punish our kids when they don’t have the skills for a situation, we don’t want to treat ourselves with a double standard. The good news is that you can learn it and you don’t need twenty-five years of therapy to do so. With distress tolerance, you know you can handle the inevitable and all-too-common moments of distress that come with parenting so you can parent in response to situations rather than to your emotions. 

      Taking ourselves a bit less seriously as we work on these kinds of changes with a sense of curiosity—even laughing now and then—is important on several levels. First, our brains cannot learn unless we show them that we’re safe. When we’re tense, it sends the brain the message that something’s up and it needs to be on guard. When in that state, it can’t learn. When our muscles and breathing are relaxed and loose, on the other hand, it sends the signal that all is well. Second, our brains love curiosity. When we’re curious about something, dopamine is released, and the reward center of our brain lights up. Finally, everyone has more fun (adults and kids alike) when we’re not so uptight. So hang in there. We’re in this together, and we’re gonna get through it. 

      Oh, one more thing. You’re going to get a mini lesson in Yiddish while you’re here—though I use the term “lesson” quite loosely. I’ll sprinkle in some of the Yiddish words I grew up hearing and that seem to best articulate what I’m trying to say.

      
        
          [image: Fun Yiddish terms]
        

      

      Take a deep breath, and let’s dive in together.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
PART I


          

          
            TODAY’S PARENTS: ALL GAS, NO BRAKES

          

        

      

    

    
      Parents today are experiencing a tremendous amount of pressure from an unprecedented number of directions. So first, let’s acknowledge not only that fact but also how parents who are distress intolerant are doing too much (both literally and figuratively). A large part of the solution: developing brakes, which include skills that help build our distress tolerance and ability to regulate our emotions so we can slow down and parent more effectively.
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            HOW DID WE GET HERE?

          

        

      

    

    
      It’s a question you’ve likely asked yourself a hundred times over. I don’t have to convince you that being a parent is both hard and uniquely triggering. It’s also uncertain, relational, and deeply intertwined with each of our unique histories. Not only can our past experiences stir up difficult emotions, but so can interactions and situations that involve our children. Put simply, people are complicated. And when you combine that fact with the uncertain and deeply emotional aspects of parenting, it sets the stage for the unfolding of a perfect storm. I cannot overstate the impact that race, ethnicity, socioeconomic status, trauma, our childhood experiences, our own parents, poverty, any form of abuse or neglect, and/or our siblings may have on the way we show up as parents, though it’s well beyond the scope of this book to address all of those aspects. 

      When my kids were young, (they’re now 24, 22, and 19), their dad and I thought it was essential that they learn how to swim. Our daughters never had any fears about putting their heads underwater, but our son hated it. No matter what we did or how patient the instructor was, he refused to put his head beneath the surface of the water. When he was approaching his fourth birthday and still refusing to do it, his teacher said he needed a more intense program: infant survival swim school. She didn’t want him in class with babies, which is the age most are enrolled in survival swim school, so she worked alone with him five days a week for ten minutes per day. In essence, he was receiving exposure therapy. She prepped me for what to expect the first couple of days (lots of screaming and distress) and directed me to remain calm and encouraging. Sure enough, within minutes he started wailing and screaming, “Mommy, save me from drowning and dying.” I lasted maybe thirty seconds before I was hysterical too. 

      There I sat on the bleachers, also sobbing, while slowly inching my way from the bench to the pool’s ledge to swoop him into my arms—completely interfering in the process. My anxiety, which was fueled by my inability to tolerate distress, got me kicked out. It took only one lesson before she asked me to leave the pool area and have someone else bring him to swim lessons. 

      Looking back, I don’t blame her one bit. My feelings were so intense that it felt like I was on the verge of a panic attack at all times, as if my son was truly in danger. Additionally, my behavior was making him more upset, which in turn made me more upset. My inability to cope was making an already difficult situation a whole lot worse. From that point forward, my babysitter took him to lessons, and within a week, he was comfortably putting his head underwater. 

      When this same child was in pre-preschool two years earlier, I was kicked out for lurking too much at drop off. Barely five feet tall, there I stood on my tiptoes, peering in the window to make sure he was ok. As was often the case, he was but I was not. I’m certain that so much time spent on my tiptoes contributed to my bone spurs, so maybe I’m glad I was ultimately politely told to leave; had I not been, I might have developed a raging case of osteoarthritis! 

      Getting kicked out of his swim lessons was one of the experiences that clued me in that I needed to get a grip on my anxiety. Also, what may have been making my anxiety worse and keeping me stuck? My complete inability to tolerate my son’s distress in any form. A couple years later, I would learn that the pattern of avoiding anything that would cause my child too much distress had a name: distress intolerance. 

      Sidenote: If you’re wondering what qualifications a woman who was not-so-delicately asked to leave her child’s preschool window and swim lessons has to write a book about parenting skills, rest assured; the contents of this book do not come merely as a result of being a parent who’s been to therapy because her behaviors were getting in her kids’ way. I’ve also been working with parents as a therapist for two decades. The concepts and principles discussed throughout this book are based on evidence-based models in which I’m trained and use in my full-time practice, including Acceptance and Commitment Therapy, Cognitive Behavior Therapy, and SPACE (Supportive Therapy for Anxious Childhood Emotions). 

      You’ve probably heard about the difference between reacting and responding. Reacting is immediate and impulsive; it often happens as the result of an emotional trigger being tripped. Responding, on the other hand, comes from a calmer, more grounded state. It’s thoughtful, and it considers the bigger picture of what’s going on. When parents are experiencing too much stress, we tend to react to uncomfortable situations more than we respond to them. And parents today are, to say the least, stressed. In fact, in August 2024, the Surgeon General issued an advisory on parental mental health and well-being that stated: “Over the last decade, parents have been consistently more likely to report experiencing high levels of stress compared to other adults. 33% of parents reported high levels of stress in the past month compared to 20% of other adults.”2The advisory goes on to say: “Children of parents with mental health conditions may face heightened risks for symptoms of depression and anxiety and for earlier onset, recurrence, and prolonged functional impairment from mental health conditions.” 

      Today’s parents are doing a lot, as evidenced by the aforementioned Surgeon General’s warning, my interactions with clients who are parents, and the volume of literature and research I’m privy to. Parents are experiencing stressors in most domains of their lives, leading to both cumulative and chronic stress. Cumulative stress refers to stress in multiple areas of life for six months or more, areas such as work, relationships, finances, and health. Chronic stress, however, is a consistent sense of feeling pressured and overwhelmed over a long period of time.3 The Surgeon General spoke explicitly about the consequences—to both parents and kids—of experiencing this kind of stress. And that doesn’t even include the impact of “Momfluencers,” social media (where we’re constantly exposed to everyone’s highlight reels), and the Internet in general!

      Stress tends to be dose dependent. The right amount galvanizes us into action, whereas too much overwhelms us and too little isn’t enough to get us moving. I think of it like caffeine: If I don’t have enough, I can’t think straight and I’m sluggish; if I have too much, I’m a jittery mess. I need just the right amount to jazz me up to the “correct” level.

      THE STRESS STACK: WHAT’S WEIGHING US DOWN

      Research from the last forty years suggests that there are several contributors to an increase in stress parents are experiencing. 

      

      Financial Insecurity

      This is especially relevant as of late, but it predates the financial crisis of 2007-2009. Many parents are terrified when it comes to ensuring that they’re adequately preparing their kids for scholarships (of any kind) and access to opportunities that will provide them with economic stability. 

      When my son was on a competitive traveling soccer team, I knew a large faction of working, middle-class parents who invested every weekend, multiple nights per week, entire summers, and a good portion of their incomes into their son’s soccer development to give them a better chance of getting a full-ride scholarship to college. In their eyes, that was a clear way to give their child the best out-of-state college opportunities, which they believed were important. Yet in more families today than ever before, both parents must work full time to make ends meet, and affording out-of-state tuition is, for many, out of reach. 

      

      A Rise in “Intensive Parenting” 

      Today, it’s become more common for parents to see their children as projects to tend to. The natural outcome is that there’s been a movement toward what’s been labeled “intensive parenting.” 

      The idea of intensive parenting took off in the ‘90s and 2000s, led by social scientists such as Sharon Hays and Annette Lareau. There was a notable shift in the way children were suddenly being viewed as “moldable” and “innocent and vulnerable.” Plus, there was “...an assumption of parental determinism—that individual parents’ actions to cultivate children’s abilities and skills determine children’s developmental and educational outcomes.”4 The fundamental idea: It was the parents’ job to protect their children from harm and ensure their optimal development. For some, the belief that they can control, and are responsible for their children’s outcomes, has created tremendous pressure and anxiety about “doing it right.” 

      With intensive parenting, there’s an expectation that parents invest emotionally, instrumentally, and logistically in their children’s lives for as long as necessary. According to the sociologists Kei Nomaguchi and Melissa Milkie in their article, “Parenthood and Well-Being: A Decade in Review,” intensive parenting involves “painstakingly and methodically cultivating children’s talents, academics and futures through everyday interactions and activities.”5 What parents may not realize is the paucity of solid evidence showing the benefits of this kind of parenting. There is data, however, showing the risks of intensive parenting to children’s psychological health.6 According to data from surveys of American parents over the previous four decades, the 2006 Russell Sage Foundation publication, “Changing Rhythms of American Family Life,”7 noted that, despite increased workloads outside of the home, mothers were spending at least as much time interacting with their children as they did in prior decades, perhaps more.

      I work with a lot of parents who are involved in their kids’ lives to degrees that have become unsustainable. They are chronically sleep deprived, they’ve given up all downtime, exercising feels like a luxury activity, date night is a thing of the past, and/or they’ve sacrificed their hobbies and interests in deference to what they perceive to be their child’s needs and their responsibility to fulfill those needs. When I ask what drives their behaviors, I receive answers like: 

      
        
          	
        “I want the best for my child.”
      

      	
        “I worry I’ll be judged if my kid can’t keep up.”
      

      	
        “He’s not as tough as his sister, so I need to be there in case I need to step in.”
      

      	
        “I have to be involved because I don’t trust that people understand them.”
      

      	
        “Everything I read says parental engagement gives kids the best chance for success.”
      

      	
        “I want to do it differently from the way my parents did it.”
      

      

      

      There’s certainly at least a kernel of truth to each of these statements. Also, there’s a fine line between parenting and overparenting. I’m certainly not professing to know where that line is for each and every parent, only that there is a line, and it’s a fine one. Yes, engaging with our kids is important. But over-engagement is often problematic. Wanting the best for our children is legitimate, in theory. But how far are we each willing to go in practice to ensure this result? Being an advocate for our children is valuable. But knowing when to step in (and when not to) is key. 

      Intensive parenting isn’t, in and of itself, a problem. There’s a fair share of parents for whom this model of parenting works well. They do it without feeling overwhelmed. However, many parents I’ve worked with are parenting in this way by themselves, without the help of the proverbial village. They understandably tend to be exhausted, stressed out, worried, and often isolated—either by choice or by circumstances—and that has its own set of consequences. 

      

      Use of Social Media 

      Like many, I have a love hate relationship with social media. Cute puppies, beautiful locations, and pictures of Matteo Berettini (go look him up) brighten a moment. But on the whole, I typically feel worse when I’m consuming it. Scrolling has become our go-to for avoiding or mollifying distress, but the result is often the exact opposite. The intersection of social media and the pressure to parent perfectly (or at least look like you’re doing so online) can be a real clusterfuck for those prone to comparison. Suddenly, one is able to:

      
        
          	
        Compare their boring life with someone’s highlight-reel day or night.
      

      	
        Feel like shit that her one-year-old’s birthday party doesn’t compare to the 20,000 cooler, more creative parties catalogued on Pinterest (or the one hosted by the third cousin you’ve never met but saw on Facebook).
      

      	
        Get parenting advice from an affable “parenting influencer” cosplaying as a mental health professional.
      

      	
        Get solid parenting tips from a professional but feel like garbage for not being able to implement them.
      

      

      

      I feel incredibly lucky that my kids were born well before smartphones, social media, and the proliferation of sites like Google and Reddit. The pressure to always be “on” combined with the pressure to post highlight reels of our lives (our every move providing an opportunity to be filmed, posted about, commented on, and judged), our tendency to compare and despair, and ready access to terrible news surely contributes to parents feeling more stressed out.

      Yet what are parents supposed to do? The answer is often some version of “decrease access to social media (both yours and your kids’), cut down on extracurricular activities, and increase self-care.” In theory, all of those suggestions make sense, so much so that you’ve likely already considered them. Yet we often talk ourselves out of doing them for a million reasons. Some of those reasons are certainly valid, but many of them are likely driven by guilt, worry, uncertainty, and…you guessed it…anxiety. 

      We wonder, What if my kid is disappointed? What if my kid gets upset? What if he can’t keep up? What if she falls behind? What if I can’t get all my shit done? What if I miss something? What if he’s the only one who doesn’t go? What if this is the time something good (or bad) happens? With each of these thoughts, we’re reacting to our feelings about decreasing social media exposure or the way our kids might react if we limit their social media use. We’re reacting to an imaginary situation we’ve created in our minds—that may or may not happen. 

      The truth is, social media often causes parents more stress because they themselves now have constant access to parenting “directives”—directives that often make them feel even more stressed. Their solution is to seek more answers as well as reassurance that they're doing this parenting thing correctly. But ironically, the solution becomes the problem when they engage in too much consumption or rely on strangers for reassurance. 

      

      Covid

      The nightmare many families endured from 2020-2022 juggling working from home (if they were lucky enough to still have a job) with homeschooling may be over, but the long-term impact of that time is still unfolding, for parents and kids alike. I work with many parents who are working overtime to get their kids caught up socially, developmentally, and academically from that lengthy interruption. And this is separate and distinct from the mental health impact those years had on kids, which is shown through the rising rates of anxiety and depressive disorders. 

      During the height of Covid, it was a parent's job to protect their kids, especially if they were very young or in a high-risk group. Not only were they tasked with mitigating their child(ren)’s risk of exposure or contamination but also that of their child’s classmates, family members, and anyone else in their line of contact. 

      By summer 2022, many parents had adjusted to this new normal. But for some, loosening the reins created more challenges. Heightened fear about their children getting sick, unabating fear when their children were sick, fear about their children being around other kids or in public places, and/or general vigilance about health and safety have remained excessively high for a subset of parents.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      It's no wonder we’re stressed out. We’re navigating greater expectations with fewer resources, all while trying to raise kind, confident, capable kids without completely losing ourselves in the process. The pressure can feel relentless; the margin for error can feel nonexistent. And yet, even as we work harder, it feels like the goalposts keep moving. We want to be patient, but we’re exhausted. We want to stay calm in the heat of the moment, but we’re running on fumes. We want to be present with our kids, but our minds are always four steps ahead. 

      Don’t worry, we’re not going to spend any more time blaming and shaming ourselves (you’ve surely done enough of that already). Instead, we’re going to take a moment to understand what’s really going on, so we can do something different. And that’s where distress tolerance comes in.  

      But before we dive into how to build it, let’s talk about what it actually is (and is not) so you have a firm grasp on why it’s such an important skill to build.
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Fun Yiddish Terms

Term

Meaning

How to Use

Oy/0y Vey

Fatootsed

Schiep

Kvell

Kvetch

Mensch

Schmutz

Shpilkes (uncommon,
but love it)

Fakakta

Phrase used when
exasperated

Frustrated

Haul or carry

Beam with pride

Complain

Good person

Dirt

Pins and needles,
restlessness

Crazy, messed up,
ridicuious

“You want 10 go to college across the
country? Oy, that's 5o far from home.”

“I've got too much going on, m 50
fatootsed.”

“What do you mean | have to schiep you
1o practice?”

“She kvelled at her child's award
ceremony."

*Stop kvetching and do your homework.”

“What a mensch, calling your
grandparents!”

“What's that schmutz on your shirt?”

I had shpilkes because you were 5o
late”

“Your excuse for being late is fakakta."
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